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One 
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"Are you still not speaking to me?" 


The silence - apart from the curses and the sounds of metal on metal - was a fairly good indication that he 


wasn't. 


Really, don't you think this is a bit fucking childish? It's been nearly two weeks and you've yet To say more 


than two words a day to me and that's only when you forget yourself and talk before you're actually awake. 
Now even the cursing had stopped. 


"And let's not even discuss that not only are you not speaking to me but there has been absolutely not a bit 
of kissing, sucking, fucking nor any physical contact and | am getting more than a bit irritated over that." 


He couldn't be sure but he thought he heard a snarl that sounded suspiciously like the word punch mixed in 
with the banging. 


| understood this petty desire of yours to punish me for a day or so but quite honestly | have had more 
than enough of this and if it doesn't end now | am going to go out and find someone who will at least speak to 
me and if | find that the conversation is good | just might go straight on to the other stuff as well. | refuse 
to continue to live with a sulking child and | suggest that you..." 


The banging stopped and the wrench that came flying out of the open hull whistled past his ear. 


Satisfied that he had made his point and was still very much in control, Bruce left. 


He was just setting the last dish on the table when Steve entered the living quarters. Ignoring him, he walked 
straight through to the cleansing room and Bruce could hear the sounds of him washing up but he didn't say a 
word, taking his seat and adding various things to his plate instead. When Steve came back in he was absorbed 


in a book while he ate, seeming to not pay any attention to the other man who joined him. 


Steve still didn't speak He grabbed the bowl containing the spiced batnik roots and drew it toward him, adding a 
few to his plate before setting it aside. Next some of the rather grayish meat and he sniffed it suspiciously 
before giving a shrug and taking a slice or two, still not bothering to look at or acknowledge Bruce. Once he had 
all he wanted he began to eat, keeping his head down, still as determined as ever to pretend he was the only 


one at the table. 


Bruce couldn't stop himself if he had nailed his tongue to the roof of his mouth. He slammed the book shut 
and eyed him, waiting until he was sure Steve's mouth was full before saying a word. "I'm going out tonight. I'm 
going down to that pub over on the south side, and | fully expect not to be back until tomorrow, unless of 
course it takes more than a night for me to get some sort of satisfaction Unlike you, | am not able to content 
myself with the contact of a machine, and if you are so unwilling to even try to work this out then | suppose | 
need to begin to make arrangements to find another place to live and | am certainly not going to continue with 
this forced celibacy. | have apologized, more than once, and | still maintain that | did everything in my power to 
avoid the final impact and if you cannot give me some measure of understanding for it all then | obviously am 
living some foolish ideal of what this was and | am not going to continue to do it. | am sorry about the ship, 
but it has become quite clear to me that it is far more important to you than | am, and while it may be quite 
selfish of me to feel as | do | was under the impression that | was actually a bit more important to you than 


she was, and yet you seem to be completely unmoved that | survived. In fact, you seem to be quite angry 


that of the two of us | was the one that came out intact." 
Steve's brows drew together as he frowned, his eyes now actually focused on Bruce. 


‘Oh, now you find yourself able to look at me without your bloody retinas burning away?" Bruce got up and 
took his plate over to the garbage bin and tossed the whole thing into the opening. "I swear, Harris, | did not in 


any way want to have that occur, and if you think for one minute l'm any less saddened by the loss of her 
then you don't know me at all" For all his bluffing and posturing, Bruce was still pretty badly shaken by what 
had happened and he had been becoming more and more unnerved by what he saw as the complete lack of 
caring for his survival that Steve had displayed. The strain was telling on him, and he fought the emotions that 
were once more threatening to overwhelm him as those final moments once more began to play in his head. 
"You've never even asked me what | went through," he whispered, "you never even once took into consideration 


how it was for me inside her, seeing that..." 

He heard the scrape of the chair and the crash as it tipped and fell to the floor and then Steve's arms were 
wrapped round him, the solid length of him pressed to Bruce's back. "You bloody fool, | didn't ask because | 
couldn't let myself think of it. Seeing the stats of it from the recreation of the computer was bad enough but 
at least then | could pretend it was someone else." Steve's voice was rough in his ear. "For fuck's sake, Bruce, 
loosing her was nothing compared to thinking that..." He buried his face in the warmth of Bruce's neck. "I'm not 
angry at you for her, I'm angry at you because you didn't do what you should have. Instead of getting out 
when you could you stayed with her and damn near killed yourself” 

"And here | thought if you had the choice you would rather it was her that survived" 

"You know that's not true," Steve growled. 

"Somewhere inside me | did know, but having you say it doesn't hurt." Bruce turned in Steve's arms. "Please, 
stop shutting me out. | know why you did it, really | do, but it still makes me angry and | want to hurt you in 
return. I've told you all along that I'm selfish and needy and if | think for a moment that you're not giving me 
all of you then I'm going to pout and stomp off and behave like a complete and utter idiot just to get your 


attention.” 


"Yeah, | know, but this time | gave you reason to act like that. And just so you know, if you had actually tried 
to walk out of here tonight | was going to stop you." 


‘Oh, you were?" Bruce narrowed his eyes and twined his arms round Steve's neck. "And just how were you 


planning on doing that?" 

"Any way | had to." 

Bruce took a step forward, forcing Steve to take one back. "Would that including tying me?" 

Steve rolled his eyes but kept going backwards, drawing Bruce along. "You are so fucking perverted" 
"You haven't seen nothing yet," Bruce said with a leer. 


Grumbling under his breath, Steve let himself be guided toward their sleeping room for a demonstration. 


All of them winced as they passed through the docking bay, the sight of the heavily damaged ship hard to 
witness. Janick stopped and ran his hand over one of the unbroken and undamaged places on her hull with a 
sigh, only going forward when Nicko nudged him. Once inside, they greeted Bruce but Steve was nowhere in 
sight, not emerging from the back of the living space until they were all seated. He nodded to them and went 
straight to the large computer screen, typing in a command before going to join Bruce in the oversized hover 
chair. The computer screen came to life and as it did the lighting dimmed, focusing their attention on the 


letters that flashed up, explaining what they were about to see. 


Iron Maiden 
23721018 


All of them sat forward, holding their breath, as the final flight of the ron Maiden began to play. 

"Systems check." 

Steve's voice came from the speaker in front of Bruce. "Systems up and locked." 

"Proceeding." 

Silence, and they could see the instrument panel in front of Bruce, the various dials and gauges changing as the 
ship powered up. They were viewing this from his perspective and the vast open field in front of him seemed 
to stretch on forever, only the very distant peaks of Tallaghan's mountains breaking the sea of blueish-green. 
"Bottom thrusters, quarter power." 

The visual changed slightly as the ship lifted. 

"Hold. Forward thrusters, quarter power." 


She began to accelerate. 


"Remember that I'm not sure how much it's going to change her response time, Bruce, so don't be flying her 


at fucking light speed" 
I'm aware of that, Harris. Now shut up and let me fly her" 


There was a muffled snort that had to have come from Steve but after that silence as Bruce used the finger 
controls to maneuver the ship. They could see the ever changing readouts and the movement of the outside 
world on the display screen but if not for that she could have been sitting still. As always, her flight was 


smooth, and she seemed to be responding well to the commands of her pilot. 


"Talk to me, Bruce." 

The sudden break-in of Steve's voice made them all jump. 

"Nothing to say. She's same as always." 

"Good. Increase power to sixty percent." 

There was a brief shiver and then everything smoothed out again. 

"A moment of fight but she's right back to behaving as she should” 

From the visual they could tell he was guiding her through a series of turns. 
"She's got a slight pull to the right” 

"Yeah, the increase in weight would cause that” 

"Taking her up to seventy." 

‘td rather you increase in smaller amounts, Bruce. I'm just not sure... 

‘If she shows any sign of stress I'll bring it back" 

The visual tilted as Bruce angled her nose up, taking her higher. 

"She's not climbing as quickly as usual but she's not dragging. It's slight but it's there.” 
"Stay well away from those fucking mountains." 

"I am. Going to eighty.” 

"Dammit, Bruce, take fucking care!" 

"I know how to handle this ship as well as | know how to handle you, Steve." 


Even in the mounting tension for what they knew was coming they snickered, sure that Steve's face was pink 


from Bruce's comment. 
"Just remember if you don't handle her you're not going to be handling me.’ 


"Like I'd allow that to happen. Increasing to ninety." There was a sudden hard shift to the right and they heard 


Bruce swear before the visual steadied again. "That pull is much more pronounced." 

"Yeah, | see. Bring her round and..." 

That was when it went wrong. 

In order to turn the ship at that speed and remain steady there was an increase in power, one that was 
calibrated and performed by the ship herself. The increase pushed her to a ninety-two percent of full power 
reading on the dial in front of Bruce and she rolled, hard, the visual showing them only too clearly what Bruce 
had experienced inside her. 

“Cut power!" 

They could hear the fear in Steve's shout and they shifted forward, eyes glued to the screen. 


"She's not responding!" 


On the side of the screen there appeared a list of numbers, the computer inside the ship automatically 
displaying the readings it was gathering from the engines of the distressed ship. 


"Bruce, cut the fucking power! Glide her down!" 
"Give me a minute, | think | can get her..." 


Suddenly the display was filled with the greenish orange tint of the Tallaghan sky. They could nothing but 


watch, sickened, as the fron Maiden went into another vicious roll. 

"Bruce! Get the fuck out of there! You're heading straight for the fucking mountains!" 

"Hang on, | think." 

"Bruce!" 

They could hear the panicked desperation in Steve's shriek of his name. There was another wild lurch and now 
the visual was filled with the jagged profile of those mountains and the ship was clearly out of control. She 
was tumbling, falling from the sky and heading straight for a violent impact and they could hear the sounds of 
the alarms and Steve's howls for Bruce to get out and still they knew he was in there and even though he sat 
but a few feet from them they were afraid for his life. 


"She won't shut down" 


His voice was so calm that Adrian had to turn his head, Nicko putting a hand on his shoulder. 


"Bruce!" 


The scarred and ragged joints of rock were now right there and there was a moment of utter silence as Bruce 


shut down the alarms. 
‘lm sorry, Steve. | just couldn't hold her." 


A split second of crunching metal and the rumble of an explosion and a flash of light was the last thing they 


saw, and over it all they heard the pained scream. 
"Bru." 


And then nothing. 


Two 
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No one was surprised when Steve got up and bolted from the room. When Bruce went to follow, Adrian shook 


his head as he stood "Give him a minute," he said quietly. "I'll go after that." 


Bruce sank back into the chair. "I hadn't seen it," he admitted, "and even l'm wondering how | survived. If | 


survived." 

"He's spent the time since then seeing what went wrong but | doubt he'd seen that before either. Its not 
something he's going to watch more than once." Adrian sighed and scratched his chin. "Why the fuck didn't you 
get out when he told you?" 

“Because | knew that without that ship we were in trouble. We can't afford another one and if | could do 
anything to save her | was going to stay with her until | ran out of options. Unfortunately, by the time | did, it 
was too late." 

"Has he said anything about your injuries? What it was like when he finally got to you?" 

Bruce shook his head. "No, and | haven't pushed him about it. | did go into the computer and read the Med- 
report, and | know why he's been acting the way he has. | know how fucking terrified | was when he got hit by 
the stupid Vican bolt and that just left a hole." 

"Bad?" 


Bruce shrugged. "| don't think it could have been much worse. I'm not trained in it, but | do know that some of 


the things that were missing or damaged are rather important to actually be alive." 

Adrian slowly rose. "Right, I'm going after him." 

"Ade?" 

He stopped and looked at Bruce. "What?" 

"Take it easy on him. | don't think that making light of it is going to do anything but make it worse." 


"Yeah, | know." 


Silence once more filled the room as Adrian left in search of Steve. 


He wasn't hard to find. With the massive growth in Earth's population, real grass was a rare luxury but Steve 
had managed to keep a small patch behind the old warehouse and it was here that Adrian found him, kicking an 
old style football round. Instead of saying anything he joined in, and the two men kicked it back and forth in 
silence for a bit until Steve let loose with a violent swing of his leg that sent the ball flying past Adrian and 
into the wall, the rebound taking it nearly to the other end of the sad patch of dirty green 


"Got to be the lucky one?" 


"Not really, | volunteered" Adrian sat down, motioning for Steve to join him. "That was pretty fucked to watch, 
Harry. I'm guessing you hadn't seen it before." 


Steve was still pacing "I pulled the files last week and set the systems to restore what they could. They did a 
great fucking job of it" 


"Yeah, they did but that doesn't surprise me. Not much that you build does less." 

"That new guidance system certainly did." Steve sighed and finally did sit. "| could have killed him, Ade." 

"Yeah, | know, but you didn't. And if he had listened to you it wouldn't have been as bad. But, he's going to push 
everything to the limit and you're going to keep trying to make it better and faster and so every once in a 
while its going to end up like this. Right, so hopefully not quite like this ever again” 

Steve pulled several blades of grass, the roots stubbornly clinging to the dirt as if to remind him that they 
had little enough chance for survival without his interference. "I thought he was dead and by every right he 


should have been" 


"He's a stubborn bastard, Harry, which is why the two of you are so well suited" Adrian leaned forward and 
placed his hand over Steve's to make sure he had his attention. "He said he's read the Med-report:" 


Steve snorted and shook his head. "That doesn’t surprise me. 

"He knows why you're so fucking mad at him, but at least he's still here for you to be mad at" 

"He thought | was mad because of the ship 

"Yeah, well, admit it, you are. Not that the ship got destroyed but because he thought it was more important 
to you to save her than himself. And because if he had increased the power a bit more gradually, he might 


have realized that there would be a loss of control and it wouldn't have happened quite the same way. And if 
he had listened and shut her down as soon as he felt the problem it might have been fine. But what you're 


really pissed about is that it was something you did to her that brought all this on" 
"| know." 

"So does he, but he'd rather you blame him than yourself." 

"Fuck, Ade, when | got inside her and saw him...” 

"Yeah, | know it was bad." 


"Bad?" Steve shuddered at the memory. "He was broken, Ade. Bloody and broken and barely alive. | swear there 
wasn't a part of him that was whole when | unstrapped him from that chair and lifted him. The whole time | 
was carrying him out | could feel the grating and shifting of his bones under my hands and yet he never 
moved. The only way | knew he was breathing was that the blood kept bubbling out of his mouth. If | hadn't 
taken that two-man transport along to watch from the air he would have died then and there because the 
Maidens systems were gone. As it was | had to rip out what | needed and rig it into the transports power cell 


and even then | wasn't sure it would work" 

Adrian saw Bruce coming toward them but he didn't stop Steve. 

"Three days, Ade. Three fucking days crouched in that miserable field, afraid to divert even enough power 
from the Med units to call for help. Three days of watching him, sure that he was going to die and there 
wasn't a single fucking thing | could do. | couldn't use the com to call for anyone because it was drained. | had 
no idea how badly damaged he was inside because | didn't want to turn on the diagnostic display that would tell 
me because, again, it took power from the actual workings of the units." Steve took a deep breath. "That's a 
fucking lie. It would have diverted a minute bit of power but the truth is that | was afraid and | didn't really 
want to know. The units were working nonstop, Ade, just to keep him alive." 

Bruce had reached them and he sank to his knees next to Steve. 

Steve stiffened. "Sorry, | needed..." 


"| know. Even | was having trouble believing | was still sitting there." 


Finally, the units registered a stabilization in him, and | diverted just enough power to call you. You pretty 
much know what happened after that." 


"Yeah." Adrian got up with a groan. "I'm going to give you two a minute. I'll be inside, trying to keep those other 
two from shagging for five bloody minutes." 


"Back together are they?" 


"Until one of them finds something new and more interesting," Adrian said with a grin. 


‘Like a Saturean?" Bruce snickered when Steve shot him a glare. 

"Nah, | think only the two of you are brave enough to try that" Adrian left them then and went back inside. 
Bruce leaned into Steve's shoulder. "You alright?" 

"Yeah. You?" 

"As long as you are l'm fine" 

"You scared the fuck out of me’ 


"I know. | scared the fuck out of myself. | remember everything right up until impact, and seeing it again was 
not something | had been looking forward to. But | did see a few things that gave me an idea what went wrong." 


"Yeah, | know what went wrong there just isn't much | can do about it." 
"She's really done for?" 


"It would cost more to fix her than what | paid for her and | don't have that kind of money. Even if | sold her 
for scrap I'd have to take out a lot of what | put in and after that there isn't much left." 


"You keep saying that you don't have enough money but what about us? To be quite honest I've spent very 
little because you have this archaic notion that you have to pay for everything.’ 


"Haven't heard you complain until now." 

"lim not complaining, | think it's rather nice, actually." 

"| don't know, Bruce. If we did use all of it, that kind of traps you here. At least until | could pay you back" 
"Excuse me, | happen to plan on being here anyway, Harris, or have you forgotten that? | told you | would be 
here until you got tired of me and unless you plan on that happening I'd be here anyway so why would it 
matter? And besides, | see no reason why you should pay me back | thought this was a partnership.’ 

Steve slid him a sideways look. "It is." 

"Then stop worrying about what you have and what | have and start thinking about what we have." 


Steve nodded slowly. "As long as...” 


"Shut up, Harris. That goes without saying." 


Knowing that to argue would get him nowhere, Steve did shut up, and after a few more moments they got up 


and went back to tell the rest what they planned. 


Steve went immediately to the computer to put out subtle inquiries about the availability of ships. Once 
finished, he joined the others at the table, and while they were relaxing after the meal and bantering with 
nothing particular being said, he heard the chime of an incoming message and excused himself to see what it 
was. He was gone only a minute or two and came back wearing a rather black scowl and the laughter petered 


out as he flung himself back in his chair. 
"What's wrong?" 
"Nothing." 


Bruce rolled his eyes. "Bollocks. Don't fucking pretend there isn't anything wrong because it's quite obvious that 
there is." 


"We can't do it. Even if we had enough to buy any of them, what it would cost to make the changes we'd need 
would be far more than what we have." Steve stared morosely into his beer. "There's nothing more | can do. | 
know the rest of you are good for now, but | can't promise when we'll be able to do anything, so if you get a 
chance at something else you might as well take it" He lifted his head and looked at the door that led to the 
dock as if he could see the mangled ship there. "As much as | don't want to admit it she's done for," he said 


softly. 

Bruce stood and went to him, putting his arms round the tense form. "We'll think of something. I'm a pilot, | 
can hire on and make boring runs and you're a brilliant engineer so I'm sure you can find something as well. We 
can do that until we get enough to..." 

"Bollocks." 

"That's a bloody stupid idea 


"If you two hadn't been through enough I'd kick your arses." 


Both Steve and Bruce looked at the now scowling three. Bruce, to no one's surprise, got his tongue working 


first. "What the fuck are you lot on about?" 
"I know she's yours, Harry, but come on, she's really a part of all of us." 


“Adrian's right," Janick said, "and it's pretty bloody arrogant of both of you to just think that we're going to 
let this go and do nothing but run off and leave you two to face this alone." 


"We already talked about this, Harry." Nicko was surprisingly subdued, his voice quiet. "We know you can't just 
run out and buy another ship, but if we all pitch in we can get a cracking one. With you and Janick to do the 
tweaking, and the rest of us to do what we do, we can be back in business right quick" 

"I can't let you do this. If anything happens itll leave you as skint as we are." 

"Then we just make sure nothing happens," Janick said with a laugh. "Put that stubborn pride of yours away, 
Harry, we aren't letting you do this without us. And if you fight us on this, then we'll let Bruce pick the ship 
and we're going to be stuck with something with more blinking lights than weapons and then we're really 
fucked." 

"You saved our arses, Harry. You gave me another chance when you could have killed me for what | had done. 
You gave Janick a place where no one cared how loopy he was. You gave Adrian..." Nicko gave Adrian an 
embarrassed grin. "Guess I'd best stop there." 

"No wait, hang on, what did you give Adrian?" 

"Anyone ever tell you that you have a big fucking mouth, Nick?" Adrian sighed. 

Bruce, still keeping one arm round Steve, slapped his hand down on the table. "Someone best tell me!" 

"| got myself in a bit of a scrape on a planet called Urchin, Bruce. Harry got me out of it” 

"Had to do with the daughters of the dictator that ran the place,” Steve said, snickering. 

"Daughters? More than one?" 

"Seven, actually." Adrian shrugged and smirked. "Not my fault, they always wanted what each other had. So | 
had one, then another, and then another, and another..." He looked not the least bit contrite. "Might have ran 
through all twelve of them if he hadn't found out." 

"And you say that I'm a pervert," Bruce grumbled. 

"You are," Steve promptly replied. His face sobered. "Are you sure about this?" 

"We're sure." 

"Yep." 


"Not a doubt." 


Steve shook his head. "| don't know what to say." 


"Nothing. Let's just go take a look at these ships!" Nicko jumped to his feet. "Come on, lads, let's go! We need to 
get this thing in motion before he starts brooding and thinking and we all end up flying on a sparkly ship that 
does nothing but go so fast we get left behind!" 


Bruce, knowing only too well that was a jab at him, was so grateful for what they were doing that he didn't 


bother to smack him. 


Three 
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"Wow." 

"You can say that again 

"She's.is it possible to have sex with her?" 

"If it was Bruce would already have done it.” 

"Me? As much time as you've spent with her | think that would be you, Harris." 

She was indeed a beauty. While Steve had been hoping to find another Dartang 1800 one had not been available 
and this was as close as he could come. She was a newer ship, just recently brought into full use, and she was 
superior in many ways with the newer advancements in the technological side of things making her the top of 
the line in handling despite her breath-taking speed. 

"So what is she again?" 

"Mersecal 610," Janick breathed, running his fingers over the curve of the gleaming hull. 

Nicko rolled his eyes. "You're getting hard." 


"| sure am." 


"Steve's had a permanent hard-on since he got her home," Bruce sighed, "not that I've been able to take 


advantage of it because he spends all his time out here." 

Steve didn't bother to argue nor did he dispute the claim. "She's something," he said. "I really didn't want to 
spend that much but when | saw her | knew we couldn't do better. As much as the Dartang 1800 could give 
she gives a bit more and does it with grace." 


"What should we call her?" 


There was an uncomfortable silence that greeted Adrian's question, all of them thinking about the sleek ship 


that had sat here before her. 


"As far as l'm concerned, she's still the Maiden" Nicko said. 
"The Maiden was my dream, this one is more of... 
"Bollocks, Harry. She's still the Maiden and if she isn't now she will be by the time you get done with her." 


"Janick's right" Nicko was trying to figure out how to get her door to open "And | hope you have some idea 
how to get into this thing." 


Bruce snorted and rolled his eyes. "He does, not that he's let me even take a step inside her and knowing him 


he's already got security in place so I'm not being the first one to walk inside." 
Steve's smug grin made them groan. "Ade?" 

"Do | get to punch you again?" 

"No" 

"Then forget it" 


"What a bunch of bloody wimps," Steve sighed. He touched a slight concave on the outer hull and the door slid 


smoothly aside. "She won't open for you until you're programed in" 

Curious but cautious, the other four leaned closer but not a one dared pass over the threshold and actually 
step into the ship. Finally, Steve muttered about all of them being afraid of their own shadows and shoved 
past, walking without fear into the open hull. Once inside he stopped and turned back to face them, cocking his 
head as if waiting for the rest to join him. 

Adrian, Janick and Nicko fell out when Bruce did, especially when the force of the security ray knocked him 
back through the door to land hard on the floor of the dock. Groaning, he rolled over, taking a weak swing at 
Steve when he came to crouch beside him. "Bastard," he gasped. 


"If you had waited a bloody second | would have disabled it" He helped him to sit up. "Are you alright?" 


"Its worse than the other one." Bruce rubbed his chest, waiting for the tingling sensation to ease before taking 


Steve's hand and letting him help him to his feet. 
"Do you want to just punch me now and be done with it?" 


"Not a chance, I'm waiting until | have my fucking strength back" Bruce was shaking his arms, trying to rid 
them of the lethargy. "I swear its different. Stronger, but in a different way." 


"| raised the level of stun but lowered the possible kill so the effects last longer. And it can be fired from the 


cockpit now, so if anyone comes in even with set permissions and there is something wrong they can be 


disabled without killing them." 
Memories of Dave filled them all and Bruce gripped his arm. "Good idea," he said softly. 


Steve gave him a weak smile before he stepped back inside and touched several keys on the panel to disable 


the ray. "Right, it's off" 

Everyone laughed when Nicko shoved Janick through first to make sure that it was. 
Janick wanted to go check out the power cells. 

Adrian wanted to see the quarters. 

Nicko wanted to see the weapons. 


Bruce cared about nothing but the cockpit. 


Steve was ready to kill them all as they bickered over which direction to go first. Finally, he roared at them to 
go wherever they wanted and he stood alone as they scattered, shaking his head at the whoops and hollers as 
they found their way to the places they sought. Sure that Adrian and Janick were smart enough not to get 
themselves into trouble, and that there were no weapons loaded for Nicko to accidently discharge, he finally 
set off after Bruce, sure if there was one thing he had overlooked that would allow disaster to happen it 
would be at Bruce's hands. When he arrived at the flight deck he smiled, for Bruce had made it no further 


than the door and was standing silently, transfixed by what was before him. 
"She's something, isn't she?" 


Bruce knew his ships. Even though he loved the Dartang 1800 he had rhapsodized over the specs of this one 
when she had first been launched, and now, standing inside one, he was nearly trembling with the excitement of 


flying her. "She's magnificent.” 


"Nicko's station," Steve said, pointing. "My station," he added, his finger now indicating a chair slightly behind and 
to the left of the pilots chair. "And | think you can figure out which one is yours." 


Bruce spun round on the balls of his feet, his hands suddenly catching hold of Steve's hips and yanking him 
hard to his chest. "I can," he breathed, his eyes alight. He then kissed him, hard, before letting him go and 
practically running to the pilot's chair. Easing into the incredibly soft confines of the Wincanth leather hide 


covered seat, he groaned, wiggling his shoulders and arse and feeling it fit itself around him. 


"If you come on it you're cleaning it up." Steve's tone was amused and Bruce simply ignored him. 


"Right, what do you need? Blood, DNA, fingerprints, voice? Just tell me so | can fly her." 


"You're not flying her yet, Bruce. Before she even leaves here you're going to spend some time studying her. | 
know you have an idea of what she can do but... 


"l'm a pilot, Steve. | learn at the controls. I've read the bloody manuals." 


"Yeah, | know, but if you had more of an idea of what could happen with the Dartang 1800 when she fell into 


an out of control spin you might have...” 

Bruce didn't bother to get up, he simply turned the chair to face Steve. "Don't. Don't start treating me as if | 
need protecting. | know where | made my mistakes and it won't happen again. But you cannot treat me as if l'm 
made of glass, Steve. | know how much that frightened you and | know why it did, but sometimes things 
happen. I'm telling you right now that | am not going to change how | fly because of it, and you had best just 
get used to that." 

Steve turned his head to hide his eyes. "I know." 

"Besides," Bruce continued, softening his voice, "by the time you and Janick get done with tweaking her she's 
nothing like the ship in the manuals. She'll do far more and do it better, and the only way I'm going to get fully 
in sync with her is by flying her. It was the same with the first one, Steve, and you know this." 


"Yeah. Put your hand on the flat panel to your left.” Steve turned his back and went to the rear computer 


console. He touched the keypad and the screen came to life. 

Bruce let out his breath and gently placed his hand on the panel. 

"Computer, input.” 

Authorization code required 

Steve touched several keys, the position of his body not allowing Bruce to see what they were. 
Accepted Proceed 

"Pilot, Dickinson, Bruce." 

Activating scanner. 

Bruce felt the slight surge of power under his hand before the screen began to glow. 


"Command level five." 


Accepted 

"Control level five." 

Accepted 

"Access DNA capture." 

Bruce steeled himself for the pinch. 
Acquired 

"Stand by for fingerprint control recognition" 


There was a soft hum as the fingertip controls to Bruce's right came on. He carefully fit his fingers into the 


cups. 
Error. 


"She's not quite the same, Bruce. You need to push harder to allow the computer to read them. Once you do, 


you can set the level of response." 


"Right." He pushed down and felt the increase in temperature as the computer read the marks on the tips of 
his fingers. 


Acquired 

"Stand by for voice recognition" 

Bruce rolled his eyes as the words appeared on the display. "My name is Bruce Dickinson and | am a pilot. | am 
a humanoid biped with a proclivity toward strange and unusual matings with species other than my race. | 
enjoy a variety of perversions and | am a sexual deviant with little remorse for any actions | undertake." He 
was scowling but he continued to read. "I will most likely punch Steve for this because he programmed what | 
should say." 

Acquired 

"Bastard." 


Steve's soft laugh drifted to him. “Security control level." he hesitated and glanced over his shoulder. "Five," he 
finished with a sigh. 


Accepted 

"Computer, end recognition input" 

As soon as he felt the computer shut down, Bruce was on his feet. "I'm not the least bit upset by the 
nonsense you had me read, Steve, but | give you fair warning, whatever you're hiding from me | want it 
stopped now. Like that bloody access code, what is that?" He stalked closer. "What level does it actually go to, 
Steve? Any of it? Six?" 


| have to go put everyone else in the system." 


Without answering Bruce he left, and alone on the the flight deck Bruce fumed and paced as he tried to figure 
out just how he was going to find out what Steve was hiding. 


He figured that chasing Steve down would really get him nowhere so he wandered into the center of the ship, 
searching for the quarters that would be home to him and Steve while in flight. He figured that whichever 
quarters were theirs would be the only one to open to his touch so when the first one he came to slid aside 
he went in and looked round, deciding he wasn't any too happy with what he found. The ones on the other ship 
had been far more comfortable and a good deal bigger, and as he flopped on the bed and bounced a few times 
to test it out he decided this was another thing he was going to bring up when he found the bloody annoying 
controlling freak that shared his life. 

"Not that seeing you on my bed is much of a bad thing but I'd bet Harry wouldn't be happy about it 

"At this point who cares?" Bruce did get up though. "I thought this was ours." 

Adrian snorted and gave him a very pointed look. "Right. The two of you in that bed?" 

"Well, it opened, so..." 


"You have a high level access, Bruce. Any of them do. Unless | make a point of locking it and then you would 


need the override code." 

"Oh. What access did he give you?" 

Adrian wasn't fooled by the innocent sound of the question. "Why?" 

"Well, he gave me six overall and | just wondered if he gave you the same." 


"In certain areas." 


Adrian knew he had fucked up when Bruce's eyes narrowed dangerously. "Oh he did, did he?" 


Not even wanting to get into any measure of this, Adrian inclined his head toward the door. "Last one on the 


right." 


He was already feeling sorry for what all of them were about to endure before Bruce was completely out the 


door. 


He came in as if his arse was on fire and before he could even open his mouth Steve was yelling. "Don't, Brucel 
You have as deep a level of access as you need for anything and the only things you aren't privy to are 


technical aspects that do not concern youl” 
"So we're back to where you don't trust me?" 


"| trust you. I've already programmed you into the system in here and it will allow you to do anything that 


needs to be done." 


"Then why is it that you haven't bothered to mention that there is another access level that you are not 


making me a part of?" 
"Because you aren't going to stop harping at me about it and | really don't care to discuss it now!" 


"Fine, if you feel it's important to keep me shut out of that part of all of this, then feel free. And | won't harp 
at you, in fact I'll do my best not even to speak to you." 


Steve wondered if they had time to make a quick run to a jettison port. Deciding that he really didn't want to 
go through the trouble of breaking in a new pilot, he forced himself to calm down. "Bruce, all the higher level 
does is give me a way of shutting the ship down if something goes wrong. It's nothing more than a safety net.” 


"Ah, so, what you're saying is that because | made such a complete cock up of that test run, you don't trust 
me to do the right thing in regards to the ship so you now have the ability to take control out of my hands. 
And just what do you plan on doing with that control, Steve, because if you've forgotten there is a small 


drawback in that you can't fly the fucking thing" 


"Do you have any fucking idea what it was like to sit there, completely fucking helpless to do anything to help 
you? Do you have any fucking idea what it feels like to see the only things that really fucking matter to you 
about to be smashed to fucking pieces by a pile of fucking rock and all you can do is sit there and watch it 
happen? You can't tear your fucking eyes away because you keep hoping that something will change even when 
you know nothing willl So forgive me if | want to know that there is something, however meaningless it might 


be, that | just might be able to do to keep that from happening again!" 


Bruce was across the room so fast that Steve ‘s voice was still ringing through the air when he grabbed him. 
"No, | don't, but | sure as fuck know what it was like to sit there and watch that mountain coming at me and 
still be able to see your face and think that it was the last time | ever would. To hear you screaming and know 
what it was doing to you and not be able to do a single fucking thing to stop it" Bruce eased his grip on Steve 
and moved his hands to rest the palms flat against Steve's chest, feeling the rapid thud of his heart. "I 
understand why you did this. | really do. But if you had just explained it to me instead of trying to hide it | 


wouldn't be nearly so pissed about it” 

"I'll change your access," Steve said, his voice dull. 

"No, don't, because | don't ever want you to feel that helpless again. | know how hard that was for you and 
while | don't remember the first five or so days after it happened | do know what | saw in your eyes when | 
did start to think clearly again. | never want to see that again." 


Steve's hands cupped his face. "I just don't want to feel like | can do nothing to keep from losing you." 


"I know. Now, before anyone decides to come looking for us and while they're thoroughly caught up in seeing 


this ship, what say we lock that door and test the bed?" 
Steve laughed. "It locks automatically." 
"Then why are we still standing here?" 


They never quite made it to the bed, but the thick padding that covered the floor received high marks from 
them both. 
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When they finally caught up with the rest they were in the galley. After several rounds of comments about 
the heaviness of their eyes and a rather noticeable rug burn on Bruce's shoulder, they settled down round the 


table and got down to business. 


"Janick and | will be working on the upgrades for the next ten days or so. While we do that, | want Adrian and 
Nicko to get as familiar with the weapons specs that are loaded in as they can. Bruce, while she won't actually 
be flying, I've set up a simulator program in the computer's virtual for you." He held up a hand when Bruce 
opened his mouth. "I know it isn't the same as actually flying, but | want you to take some time and use it. 
She's a great deal more responsive and she's going to be at least half again as fast but she's got some 
serious potential problems with stability when pushed past her limits. | want you to be familiar with all of 
them and have at least two possible plans for whatever might happen" 


Knowing why, and especially after hearing the ragged shards of remembered terror and pain in Steve's voice 
when he spoke of those forever long moments before the hon Maiden, carrying him, had impacted with the 
deadly cliffs on Tallaghan, Bruce wasn't going to argue. 

‘Once everyone is good with their assignments, Bruce will work with Nicko in the sim program, Janick will learn 
the weapons, and Ade and | will shift to the upgraded Med units. One of the things I'm determined to outfit her 
with before she ever leaves here is a separate power supply for Medical, one that uses a generator that is 
completely independent of the ship's power sources." 

"Good idea." 

No one disagreed with Adrian 


"Right, so, let's get to work: 


Nicko didn't even bother to give them a load of grief when Bruce delayed Steve long enough to kiss him until 
they both were breathless. 


"lm really in love." 


Steve, shirtless and up to his hips in the inner mechanics of the flight controls, snorted. "She is something." 


"So, how fast as we looking at?" 


"Like | said, most likely half again what the Maiden was capable of. | am concerned that with the added weight 
of the extra titanium and drexalate alloy on the hull it will upset her stability. Which is why | programmed the 
additional weight into the sim so that Bruce is used to it." 


"Harry, can | ask you something? And | know it's not my business, but | think we're friends enough to stick my 


nose in." 
Steve kept right on reworking the wiring. "Ask, but | won't promise an answer." 


"Look, | know that a part of what you want to do to her is in direct response to what happened, but you can't 
wrap him in fucking wool and keep him from danger. If he finds out how much you're doing behind his back, 


how do you think he's going to react?" 
"It isn't just for him, Jan. It's for all of us." 
"Yeah, | know, but he's not going to look at it like that." 


"Hand me the giger wrench" Steve waited until Janick had passed it to him before answering. "No, he won't, but 
that's too fucking bad." Tightening the clips that held the spliced wiring together, he sighed. "He's reckless, Jan. | 
knew that when | brought him on but now, now | regret not yanking him back in line a bit. | know he's going to 
fight me every step of the way because that's just how he is, but | can't stop myself. Watching that ship hit 
those rocks, knowing that he was inside her, nearly fucking killed me." He slid out of the hatch and sat up, his 
eyes troubled when they focused on Janick's face. "None of you aren't important to me. You know that. Ade's 
been one of my best friends for a very long time. But | already lost Dave and | can't take losing another one of 
you lot, and quite frankly, as fucked up as it sounds, losing him would be the worst of all." 


"We know that and it doesn't make us feel any less important.” 

"Good Now flip the switch and let's see if this works." 

Janick reached across him and tapped the correct sequence into the panel. There was a soft humming noise 
that grew slightly in volume as the newly placed power cells warmed up, and the computer display flickered 
and then began to run line after line of data. 

"Looks like it worked,” Janick said with a grin, giving Steve a punch on the shoulder. 


Steve grinned right back. "As long as it doesn't blow up." 


Janick's grin faded. "Harry, you're kidding, right?" 


Laughing, Steve laid back on the wheeled mat and slide back inside. 


Nicko was rubbing his hands together in delight. "Lots of toys," he muttered, "lots of toys that go bang." 


Adrian rolled his eyes. "And this is exactly why Harry won't actually load them until you get over this initial 


spastic excitement" 

“Smart man," Nicko agreed with a smirk. 
"Sometimes too smart." 

"You're worried about him." 


"Yeah, | am. Not really so much about him as how he's going to react the first time our arses are on the line. 
He was rattled enough by Dave's death and the whole how could he not have realized thing, but with Bruce 
around he had something else to focus on. With what happened on Tallaghan, he's going to be so fucking 
cautious about something happening again that he's going to make himself a bloody nutjob." 


"Bruce will kill him if he tries to smother him." 


“Actually, I'm not sure he will” Adrian looked round, making sure that all the coms were switched off. "I think 
Bruce is a lot more rattled than he's letting on. He remembers the whole thing right up until the crash, Nick, 
and you now there are times when we have to put ourselves in shit that comes damn close to a fucking 
impact like that. Any hesitation on his part could mean the difference between getting out alive and not getting 
out at all" 


"| don't think you have to worry about that. Bruce, he's not the kind of man that's going to second guess 
himself. Part of it might be arrogance, but he's a natural pilot, Ade. He doesn't have to think about a great 
deal of what he does, it's just part of his nature. Now me, | have to think. l'm a decent pilot, and | can fly most 
ships, but | need the manuals and the sim time and then | need time to fly to learn the ship. He really learns 
from this weird sort of connection he makes with them. You know what he did the first time he took the 
Maiden up, and you know that no matter how long that other bloke had been flying her he never had a clue 


about what she was capable of. But Bruce did, even without ever having flown one like her before." 


| hope you're right and if you're not and he does something stupid and | end up dead | am coming back to 
haunt you, McBrain." 


Chuckling, Nicko returned his attention to his new toys. 


"Right, let's see what we've got." 


Settled deep in the comfort of the virtual chair, Bruce punched in the commands to bring up the list of 
available simulations. He scrolled down, reading through the various scenarios, stopping when he saw something 


entirely too familiar. 
"Why the fuck would he have this on here?" 
He touched the keys to bring up the specifics, his chest tightening as he read. 


"You bastard," he whispered, "so you know | did everything | could, do you? Then why the fuck would you put 
this in here? Planning on flying it for yourself and seeing if | fucked up, are you?" He sat back, still staring at 
the words that, in is eyes, were tantamount to a betrayal. "Fine, let's just see if | did what you said what 


would have happened" 


Setting the controls to begin countdown to activation of the program, he quickly fit the patches to his temples 
and slid his hands into the gloves, closing his eyes and waiting for the simulator to carry him into the virtual 


program that would recreate the near fatal crash of the hon Maiden 


Pleasantly tired from the physical labor and filthy beyond belief, Steve bid Janick good night and went in search 
of Bruce. A quick scan of the ship showed that while Bruce had spent a good amount of time in the virtual, he 
had disconnected a few hours before and was not on the ship. Steve left her as well, touching the panel to 
close the door and engage the security before making his way into the living quarters, frowning when he saw 
the lights were off and there was no sign of Bruce. 


He didn't bother to search for him; he could well have gone to get something from the markets or even out 
for a walk to think about what he had learned, so Steve decided a long soak in the cleansing bath wouldn't go 
amiss while he waited for him to return. He stripped as he walked through their sleeping room, tossing his 


clothes in the general direction of the laundry bin, turning on the taps that would fill the tub and setting the 


temperature to a degree that would work out the slight soreness in his muscles before tying back his hair and 
slipping in. 


Groaning at the immediate reaction of his body to the heat of the thick liquid, he slid down until it lapped over 
his shoulders and leaned his head back to rest it on the edge of the tub. He closed his eyes, knowing that the 
taps would automatically shut off when the tub was full, and let his mind drift, running over in his head the 


changes they would work on when Janick returned the next day. 


He was almost asleep when he heard the door to the bathing chamber slide open. He didn't bother to open his 
eyes but a lazy smile curled his lips. "There you are. | was beginning to wonder if you decided to go off and 
find someone less bloody filthy and less inclined to spend all their time with that ship." He put his hand over 
the edge of the tub, ignoring the dripping liquid that fell to pool on the floor. "I can let this out and refill it if 


you'd like to join me." 

Fingers stroked down his arm, the tips dragging over the skin in a caress so light that it made him shiver 
despite the warmth of the liquid that surrounded him. Down, over the top of his hand and his fingers to slip 
underneath and back up, the intimate tickling sending a surge of blood to his groin 

"Fuck, that feels good," he breathed. Still, Bruce said nothing even as his fingers were drawn up the length of 
Steve's arm and over his shoulder and now the silence somehow didn't feel right and he opened his eyes. 
"Bruce?" 


"Dont look at me" 

Since Bruce was behind him that wasn't difficult. "Why?" 

"Because I'm so fucking angry at you that | could drown you and even more angry at myself" 
Steve started to sit up but Bruce's hands pressed down on his shoulders. "Bruce, what.?" 


"Stay there," he hissed. "Really, Steve, right now | can't stand to see your eyes. | don't want to look at you nor 


have you look at me." 
"Bruce, what's wrong?" 


Bruce's hand moved down onto his chest, his fingers pushing through the hair, until his palms lay flat over 


Steve's nipples. "How could you? You knew as soon as | saw it id have to try it” 
Steve, thoroughly confused by whatever Bruce was talking about, didn't say anything, 
"So | did. And | did it my way and the same thing happened. So then | did it your way" 
Steve closed his eyes when he realized what Bruce was referring to. "Bruce... 


"You know what? You were right, Steve. If | had simply shut her down | could have glided her in. There was a 
window, a few moments, where she would have responded and | could have avoided the whole thing. It wasn't 
long, but if | had done it right then before she lost complete control and the systems crashed | could have 
saved her. ls that why you did it? To prove to me that it was indeed my fault that you lost her? If you did, it 


was a masterful job of proving you were right and | was wrong." 


Steve brought his hands up to cover Bruce's. "No you fucking idiot, it wasn't to do that. | had no way of 
knowing what would happen if you tried to shut her down and glide her in. It could have caused you to lose 
what little control you still had. My saying that was a panicked response. | put the bloody thing in the virtual 
to see if it would have worked, not because | wanted to prove you wrong or even prove myself right but to 
know what to do if it happened again." He slid his hands higher and grasped his wrists, using them to pull Bruce 


forward until he could feel his breath drift over his cheek. "| haven't even run the stupid thing and | was going 
to do it strictly through the computer because | couldn't bring myself to see it happen again no matter how it 
turned out. | didn't think to warn you that it was in there and for that | am sorry. But dammit, you know me 
better than that. | would never do anything to make you feel any worse about it than you already do." 


Bruce felt some of the tension ease and allowed his head to drop, bringing his chin to rest on Steve's shoulder. 
"| don't give a fuck about that ship, not like that. The only thing | care about is that you survived but you 
came far too close to dying for me to be comfortable with. All! wanted to do was have some way of knowing 
what to do to keep you from ever coming that close to it again. It wasn't done to second guess your choices, 
Bruce. It wasn't done to make you relive that fucking crash. It wasn't done because | cared about being right, 
or wrong. It was just there so it never happens again, not without some sort of idea of how to prevent it 
from being so fucking bad." 

"If | had just listened to you and shut it down then...” 

"Right, so now we know that. And that's all it was designed to tell us. And yeah, I'm not saying l'm not happy to 
find out that it would work because it takes a huge fucking weight off my shoulders in case there is ever an 
instance of it again" Steve turned his head, moving his lips along Bruce's cheek. "You bloody fool, nothing 
matters to me except that | know there are the means in place to keep you safe. And the rest as well, but 
they all know that any thought of losing you pushes my sanity to the edge." 

"| really was prepared to drown you." 

He could feel Steve's lips form a smile. "I'm sure you were." 

"And now l'm starving." 

"Then get out of here and let me finish. Get dressed and I'll take you out for a meal." 

"| could just warm the..." 

"No. | think you deserve a night out" 

"| do, don't |?" 

Steve gently bit his cheek. "Yeah, you do. Now get out” 


He could still hear Bruce laughing when he came up from under the solution, spitting the foul tasting stuff out 
that had gone in his mouth when he shouted as Bruce shoved his head under. 
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"So, are you carrying a weapon or is that a promise of things to come?" 
Steve rolled his eyes but he didn't push Bruce away. He actually rather enjoyed the closeness of his body and 
the the looks he was getting from those who passed them on the street, most expressions of admiration or 


envy. "Just don't get so pissed that | have to carry you home and you might get lucky." 


"I am lucky, Harris, and don't you forget it." He frowned when Steve started to laugh. "No, wait, | mean you're 
lucky not me." 


"Yeah, | am." They had reached an intersection and Steve stopped to look at the signs. "So where do you want 
to go?" 


"This was your idea and you asked me on this date so you pick. But make it good, | don't feel like eating swill." 


Steve thought about it for a minute. Once he decided, he turned Bruce to their left and pushed him along. 
"Right, no swill." 


"And why are we walking? We couldn't have brought the hover?" 

Steve rolled his eyes. "We could have, but sometimes | would rather walk" 
"Why?" 

"You get to see more" 

Bruce snorted and looked round. "Right, so much to see." 


Actually, there was and there wasn't. Because of the various treaties with other planets and such, Earth had 
become a hodgepodge of races, some native but a vast number of so called aliens could be found in the city at 
any time. In the course of walking one grid, you could find yourself passing humans, bipeds of other kinds, 
figures that were more animal than human, some with wings, some with tentacles and some that simply defied 
description. Languages of every kind could be heard and most wore a universal translator clip in order to 
understand and be understood, but there were always those who did not and a great number of interactions 
went bad for something so simple. While a snort or a sneeze could mean nothing to some, to others it was a 


direct insult and often the fights that would break out were caused by something so incredibly stupid that if 


you weren't there to witness it you wouldn't believe. 

Amazingly enough, for the area they lived in there was very little real crime. Those who lived here took care 
of their own, and most of the trouble came from those who were simply passing through. Since there was a 
high tolerance for the differences in species here, it was also a highly active area in the ritualized mating of 
different kinds, so there were more than a few invitations given to them both as they walked. Steve had to 
laugh when Bruce was so intrigued by the purred suggestion of one that he stopped. He - or she, sometimes it 
was hard to tell - was one like neither of them had seen before. 

Tall and slim but not appearing weak, hair that was not hair but long, soft puffy feathers that hung past the 
shoulders and down the back, eyes that were slanted and blinked from the corners of a strange umber, skin 
that was so soft that when it touched Bruce's cheek he marveled. A flat, bare chest, no nipples in evidence, 
wearing soft, loose trousers and bare feet and hands that were slightly webbed. Beautiful in an ethereal way, a 
voice as silky as its skin, it leaned down and nuzzled Bruce's shoulder. 

"One," it purred, "or both." 

"What are you?" 

Steve rolled his eyes. "Bit bloody rude, Bruce." 

‘lam from Xstralla." 

"Right, right. Are you male or female?" 

Instead of answering, the being took Bruce's hand and guided it between its legs. 

"Right, that would be male," Bruce laughed, "I think." 

Steve was beginning to feel a bit jealous. "Could you stop fondling one another?" 

"There's more than enough for you to get in here, Harris, trust me." 

"You have a beautiful mane." He twined a lock of Steve's hair round his finger. 

"It's hair, not a mane," Steve grumbled, "and thanks." 

"So, both?" 


"No, none. Come on, Bruce." 


"But." 


Steve ignored his protests and dragged him away from the Xstrallian male. He might have been a bit more 


concerned if he had seen him watching them for a few moments before he slipped away into the night 
'So, are they in the virtual?" 

Steve wondered if he could be lucky enough for Bruce to choke on his food, "No." 

"Why not? He was bloody gorgeous.” 

"| dont know anything about them" 

"You need to find out," Bruce said, leering 


"Right, I'll make it my top priority. Find out about their sex life so the fucking pervert | live with can go into 
the virtual and get feathers stuck up his arse." 


"That cock was not made of feathers.” 

Steve grunted in reply and shoved a bite of food in his mouth. 
| wonder if they all look like that?" 

Steve shrugged. 

"The females must be incredible.” 

Steve shrugged again. 

"Are you jealous?" 

Steve was glad it was so dark because Bruce might not be able to tell he was blushing. "No." 
"You are." 

"Yeah, so | am." 

Bruce smiled and leaned forward. "I like you being all jealous." 
"Good for you." 


"Hey." Bruce waited until Steve looked at him. "I wouldn't have done anything, not unless you wanted to as well 


And even then I'm not sure how | would have felt watching you with him. It's different in the virtual because | 


know once we shut it down that it's just us." 

Steve shrugged. "It's not like | can tell you what to do, Bruce. We're not committed to one another." 

Wrong choice of words as was evident by the narrowing of his eyes. "We're not?" 

‘In a way | guess we are." 

‘In a way." He set his fork down. "And what way is that?" 

Steve groaned and out a hand over his eyes. "Bruce, I'm not looking to have a bloody row with you about this. 
We've made no promises to each other to remain faithful, and if you decide you want to go off and be with 
someone else there's not much | can say." 


"And if you decide the same?" 


Steve shrugged. "Not much you can say either. You've made it clear that this is a here and now thing and you 


have no long range ideas about us." 
| have?" 


"Yeah. You're the one that's always saying that | might get tired of you so doesn't seem to me that you're 


planning on being round for the rest of your life." 
"You know damn good and well that | haven't said that, and meant it, since we've been together." 


"Do I?" Steve's eyes were dark to begin with, and in the dim light of the pub they were black. "You've never 


said otherwise." 

"| didn't think | had to." 

"Sometimes it's better said, Bruce, isn't that what you told me?" 
Bruce shoved his chair back and stood up. "I've lost my appetite." 
"Where are you going?" 


"Oh don't worry, Harris, I'll see you at home." Bruce spun on his heel and started to walk away. He took maybe 


four steps and looked back over his shoulder. "Eventually." 


"Brucel" 


By the time Steve got up and threw enough money on the table to cover their meal, Bruce was gone. 


He cursed himself the entire way home. It didn't get any better when he saw that Bruce had not returned, and 
he didn't sleep that night, waiting for him and getting more frustrated and angry as the hours passed. He had 
tried calling him on his com over and over again but Bruce had not answered, and when he ran a scan for his 
signal it didn't register on the system and he knew he must have shut the device down Even though Steve 
could activate the tracker if Bruce wanted to shield himself he could simply turn on the scrambler in his com 
and that was exactly what he must have done. 


Furious with himself and nearly as much so with Bruce, and also far more worried than he wanted to admit, 
he was pacing when the rest showed up to begin work for the day, and they knew better than to ask why 
when there was no sign of Bruce. As the hours passed he still didn't show and finally Steve gave up the 
pretense of actually working and went back into the living quarters which was where Adrian found him after 


sending Janick and Nicko home with the promise to call once he knew what was going on. 


After getting them both a large beaker of Crestian ale, he sat down and passed one to Steve. "So, where is 
he?" 


"| don't know." 
"Had a fight?" 


"Yeah, a bit of one." Steve sighed. "It was my fault, Ade. | said something that | know wasn't true but 


sometimes he makes me so fucking mad | could rip my hair out" 
"What?" 


"| said that we weren't committed to one another. If he wanted to go off and fuck someone then he could, and 


so could I. | said that he'd made it clear this was something for now with no plans for the future” 
"Where the fuck did that come from?" 

"We went out for a meal and we saw this..." Steve shook his head. "Have you ever seen an Xstrallian?" 
"Holy fuck, yes | have. Incredible” 

"Yeah" 

"Must have been a male though, right?" 


Steve frowned. "Yeah, why?" 


"The females aren't near as pretty," Adrian said, laughing. 

"Anyway, it was flirting with Bruce and offered to take on both of us. Bruce was flirting back, not that you 
should be surprised about that because | wasn't, and after we left and were eating he said that he wouldn't 
have gone off with him unless | wanted to and that when we..." He broke off, blushing fiercely. 

"Yeah, yeah, we all know about you two and the virtual. Go on 

"| don't want to know how. He said that was different because when we turned it off it was just us. That was 
when | said that rubbish about not being committed. He got mad, Ade, and he got up and walked out. Told me 
not to worry, he'd be home." 

"And he never showed up." 


"He said he'd be home eventually.” 


"He's pissed, Harry. He's pissed and he's making sure that you know he's good and pissed. He'll be back as soon 
as he thinks you've suffered enough." 


"Yeah, well, | wish he'd hurry up." 

And as if he'd been waiting for the perfect time to make an entrance, the door opened and Bruce walked in. 
"Should | leave?" 

The half empty beaker didn't answer. 

‘| probably should." 

Still it remained silent. 

A crash and raised voices from the sleeping room made him wince. 

"Right, I'll hang round for a bit in case one of them needs to be patched up." 

A much louder crash. 


Adrian sighed and took a long drink. "Or maybe both." 


"Don't act as if | owe you an explanation for anything!" 


| never said you did, but for fuck's sake, I've been sitting here worried to death about you! Could you at least 


have had to common fucking courtesy to let me know that you were alright?" 
| was busy." 


Bruce flinched when the com unit he had placed on the shelf went flying. "You turned on the fucking blocker, 
Bruce! | couldn't even have tracked you if you'd been hurt!" 


"I had nothing to say to youl In fact, | still don't!" 

"Well that's too fucking bad because I've got a great deal to say to you!" 

"| don't care to hear it! Now if you would kindly fuck off | need to change. | have plans." 

"You're not leaving here, Bruce, not until we get this settled." 

Bruce, in the process of flouncing off to the bathing room, stubbed his toe on a coil for the new power cells. 
He yelped and snatched it off the floor, staring at it for a moment before throwing it as hard as he could 
against the wall. "Try and stop me!" 

"Don't worry, | willl" 

“Anytime you think you're big enough, Harris." Bruce stopped in the doorway and turned back, sneering. "Unless 
of course you plan on shooting me full of that shit again and leaving me helpless so you can do whatever the 
fuck you want to me." 


The color bled out of Steve's face and he took a step back. "That was uncalled for,” he whispered. 


Bruce closed his eyes for a moment, and when he opened them again they were bright with tears. "It was. I'm 


sorry, Steve, | didn't mean that" 
"Do what you want" Steve turned away. "Do whatever the fuck you want, Bruce" 

"Steve, really, | didn't. 

"| thought we were past that. | thought you forgave me for that. But obviously you haven't. Maybe that's 
why you don't feel as if." He held up a hand as if to ward him off when Bruce crossed the room toward him 


"No, really, stay away from me. Please. Just go if thats what you want." 


"Stop it." Bruce ignored the warning and kept coming, cornering Steve between the bed and the wall. "Stop it, 


please. l'm sorry. I'm just so fucking pissed at you that my mouth got the better of me. You know how easily 
that happens." 


Steve shook his head. "You don't owe me anything including an apology." 

"And you say I'm overly dramatic," Bruce muttered, ducking under the half-hearted effort Steve made to keep 
him at bay. "Which | am, of course, but come on, you know | didn't mean that" He carefully placed his hands on 
Steve's chest. "| went to Jan's. | told him if he said anything l'd kill him. | got there right after | left you and 
stayed there until he got home and told me what a bloody wreck you were. Then | came straight here. And 
the only plans | had were to have this out with you and | admit | was going to try to make you completely 


insane before | forgave you for that utter and complete nonsense you spewed at me last night." 


Steve's hands came up and hovered for a moment before settling on Bruce's hips. "I'm sorry. | don't know why 


| feel so fucking insecure about you." 


"Probably because | haven't given you any reason not to." Bruce slid his hands up and linked his fingers behind 
Steve's neck 


Steve nuzzled his cheek. "But you haven't really given me reason to feel that way either. | know you're a 


bloody shameless flirt.” 
"lam." 


"And | know that you've got some of the most perverted and kinky ideas any human could ever be capable of 


having." 

"| do. And just let me remind you, Harris, | use most of them on you." 

Bruce snickered at the arch of those heavy brows. "Most?" 

| have a few | haven't mentioned yet" 

There was a knock on the closed panel of the sleeping room and then the door slid open far enough to allow 
Adrian to poke his head inside. "Thought it might be safe since | didn't hear screaming or things being thrown 
You have a visitor." 

"Tell them we're busy," Bruce growled. 

"Ah, you might want to talk to this one." 

‘Not really but the faster we do the faster we can rid of them, and you." Bruce reluctantly let go of Steve 


but only long enough to shift his hold to his hand. "Come on, Harris, let's get this done. You still owe me a 
chance to get lucky." 


Snickering at the blush that colored Steve's face, Adrian ducked out. Steve let Bruce tow him along and when 
they walked into the sitting room they both stopped, shocked by who the visitor was. 


Facing them, still incredibly beautiful even in the much harsher light of day, stood the Xstralla male they had 
met the night before. He smiled and bowed. "I am Kkregth, and | need your help." 


Bruce sighed and rolled his eyes. "Somehow | think my luck just went bad." 


Steve squeezed his hand in agreement. 


Six 


Author's Notes: 
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First | must apologize for my actions last night” 

"Why?" 

‘It was clear that | made you uncomfortable with my forwardness." 

"| wasn't uncomfortable." 

Steve snorted. "Obviously not considering you had a bloody good hold of his cock" 

Bruce grinned, looking not the least bit ashamed. "| did, didn't |" 

| should start going out with the two of you," Adrian muttered. 

"Look, why are you here? You said you needed our help but I'm not sure why you think we can help you." 
"May | sit? | find myself still not quite used to the heavy pull of your planet's gravity and it makes me weary." 
"Yeah, and while you're explaining everything else don't forget to mention how in the fuck you found us." 
"Why are you being so rude?" 

"tm not." 

Bruce rolled his eyes. "You are, Steve." 


Steve decided that if he rolled them one more time he was going to punch them right out of his head. 
"Whatever. And stop rolling your fucking eyes at me." 


| understand why his hostility is so strong and if you will allow me | will explain 
"Please do before they're rolling round the floor," Adrian muttered. 


"As | told you, | am from Xstralla and my name is Kkregth. | do apologize for the way | attempted to make 


contact with you last night. | am not one of those who barters for pleasure but when | saw you there | 


thought perhaps you were looking for a mate, or a diversion, and | was willing to offer myself if it allowed me 
a chance to speak with you. | am well aware of who you are and what your business is and | am seeking to 


hire you." 


"We're a transport group and right now we're not taking any runs. Our ship was damaged in a training exercise 


and until we're able to get her back in the air I'm afraid we can't accept cargo." 
He smiled, showing slightly pointed small teeth. "You do not fool me with the story, Mister Harris. | know you 
are the chief officer of the ron Maiden and that you are a champion of, shall we say, lost causes. | am afraid 


to admit that my cause is very lost." 


"He's not the chief officer. I'm the bloody pilot and.. ouch!" Glaring at Steve for the sharp elbow to his ribs, 
Bruce rubbed the offended spot. "That hurt!" 


"Discretion, Bruce," he hissed. 

"Oh right, remember who you're talking to," Bruce grumbled. 

"Again, | apologize for my direct approach but | saw no other way. It was easy to follow you back here, those 
of my race have an extremely keen sense of smell and the scent that you left behind made it very easy for 
me track you. | waited outside until | saw that both of you were here and then | decided | accomplished nothing 
by holding back. | could come, tell you my story and hope that my cause became yours, and if it did not | 
wasted no more time in false hope." 

"Maybe we should call Jan and Nicko, get them here to hear all of this at the same time." 

Steve nodded slowly, never taking his eyes off their guest. "Call them, Ade." 

| can only be grateful that you are willing to hear what | have to say." 

"That doesn't mean we can or will help you." 

| understand that and | will accept your decision either way, Mister Harris." 


Ade, who had gone out to the dock to make the call, came back. "They're on the way." 


"Good, while we wait tell us more about this planet you're from. None of us have ever really heard of it. 


Except Ade there." 
"Makes more sense to wait, Bruce, that way he doesn’t have to repeat himself." 


"Well that's all fine and good, Steve, but until then are we just supposed to sit here and stare at each other?" 


Steve really was beginning to wonder if throttling him was an option. "No, | didn't say that. I'm going to make 


coffee, for some reason | didn't get much sleep last night and | want my wits about me for this." 
"Good, bring me some. Kkregth, would you like something?" 
"| would be grateful for some Wetxarch syrup if that is possible." 


Steve grimaced. "I think the unit can replicate that" He got up and left the room after giving Bruce a very 
pointed look. 


"Since | know he can hear us and I'm sure he's listening, since he doesn't want you to tell us anything about 
the planet or what this is about then just tell me about you. Your species, or race, or whatever you call it. | 


can't say I've ever seen one of you before." 
y Yy 


"In doing that | believe it would give the information he has requested that we wait for the others to tell," 


Kkregth said, his amusement increasing when Bruce muttered a curse. 

"Not as smart as you think, are you?" Steve called from the other room. 

"Oh, shut up, Harris." 

‘I've met your kind before. A pair, on Sycorax" 

Kkregth nodded. "It is unusual to find an unmated fledgling away from Xstralla 


"Yet here you are." Bruce sat aback, enjoying getting any information in spite of Steve's order to wait. "So that 
means you're mated?" 


"| was." 
"But..." 


"You should have been born a cat," Steve scolded him, coming back into the room with a tray. "More fucking 


curious than one." 


"You could not have possibly made coffee in the time you were gone, not without the replicator and that 


means...” 
"| warmed what was left from earlier." 


"Oh lovely, like | don't have enough hair on my chest" Despite his complaining, Bruce took a cup. "I can smell it 


from here." 


Steve held the tall, slender glass containing the requested Wetxarch syrup out to Kkregth. "I hope it got it 
right. And stop your bloody complaining." 


He took a small sip of the thick, sky blue liquid. “It did well. | offer my thanks." 
"Should have brought me that instead," Bruce grumbled, grimacing after taking a sip of the coffee. 


Noise in the dock and the blip of the warning alarm let them know that Janick and Nicko had arrived. Adrian 
got up to let them in and once they got over the initial shock of seeing the newcomer they sat down and with 
all of them assembled Steve told him to begin 


"Since you are not familiar with my world, | will tell you about it. It is not a real planet, it is instead a piece of 
a much larger star that exploded many lifetimes ago. Far back in our past, a small group of our ancestors 
were forced to flee from the place they had been born when it was invaded by a fleet of ships from Souhaila. 
| am sure you are familiar with them, they are a very fierce species that enjoy war as others enjoy pleasure. 
Before my ancestors left, they were forced to hide a great deal of objects which, while meaningless to anyone 
but us, were the very history of our kind. With very little to sustain them, they were forced to land and 


remain on Xstralla, and it was there that they made their homes.” 
He paused and took anther sip of the syrup. 


‘Over time, we have bred and increased our numbers but we are still very small in size. We mate for life, and 
while breeding is encouraged it is not an easy thing for us. Our young are brought forth in a protective 
covering, something akin to an egg, and remain there for the first turn of their life. For us, a single turn is 
the same as slightly less than two of your years. Once they come forth, they are helpless and require the 
care of the entire flock until they reach the age of ten turns. Only then are they brought forth from the 
nest and begin to take their place in our world. Because of the dangers of our home, of those that are created 
only a few survive, and until a fledgling leaves the nest the creators of that fledgling are unable to breed 


again" 


"Wait, you only get to have sex every ten years?" Bruce rolled his eyes at the chorus of groans from the 
rest. "Oh come on, not as if you all weren't thinking it." 


"It seems to be an honest question when you are not familiar with our ways," Kkregth said, laughing softly. 
"But to answer you, no, we are only not able to breed. The culmination of sexual behavior does not always 


result in the creation of young for any species that | am aware of." 


"See? A perfectly reasonable question" Bruce nudged Steve with his elbow. "Now admit it, you wondered about 


it too." 


"Fine, | wondered, and obviously you can't count because he said ten turns which would be closer to twenty 


years. Now shut up and listen" 

"While we have done fairly well, as more time passes we are beginning to lose our past. The young hear the 
stories but memories sometimes fail and without the actual records and things that give them a way to see 
what has been they do not cherish it as they should. It is a sad day that fast approaches when we will have 
nothing that comes from before that fateful flight from our home." 


"Right, so you want us to charge in, rescue these things, and bring them back to you. And | swear, Harris, if 


that elbow of yours digs into my ribs one more time l'm going to punch you." 

"Even if we wanted to we can't. We're still in the process of getting our ship back in order, and | can't give a 
definite time when we'll be ready to go. Not to mention that we really aren't in the business of rescuing 
objects." 

"| thought this was a partnership." 

Steve really was going to strangle him. "It is." 

"Then why are you making decisions for all of us?" 

"Bruce, we don't have a ship." 

"Yes we do. It's sitting right out there in the dock" 


"It's not ready." 


Bruce seemed unfazed by the fact that Steve was beginning to speak through his teeth. "It shouldn't take 
more than a week to get it right, should it? Not with you lot. And | can certainly be ready to fly her by then" 


"While | understand that this is not a cause you would normally undertake, | am begging you to consider the 
offer. It is not so much that these objects are as valuable as a life, but they are indeed the very beginnings 
and the past of an entire race and therefore while they do not breathe they are vital to our survival.’ 
"Have to say | vote to go, Harry.” 

"So do I." 

"Yeah, me as well." 


Bruce slapped his leg. "That's four to one. Majority rules!" 


"We don't know a fucking thing about him or this place! How do we know we're not walking straight into a 
trap?" 


"How do we ever know?" 
Steve sank back into his seat. "Fine, but we don't go until | say she's ready. And you'd all best be prepared to 
work until you're fucking ready to drop before | do." He rubbed a hand over his eyes. "ls anyone even 


interested in what we're going to get paid for this?" 


"I am willing to offer the first part of payment if we agree." Kkregth puled the leg of the loose trousers up, 
exposing not only a pouch strapped to his calf but more feathers that covered his skin 


"Are you feathered everywhere?" 

"No," he said, giving Bruce a wicked wink. 

"Where the fuck is this planet anyway?" 

Kkregth rose and went to the large map that covered the outer wall of the sitting room. He looked it over for 
a few moments until he found what he had been searching for. "There," he said placing his finger next to a 
tiny, distant star, "it is there." 

Bruce didn't understand why Steve went dead white and he seemed to stop breathing. 

Not until Kkregth's soft voice spoke again. 

"Mexanus Twelve." 


Once everyone had left Bruce found him sitting in the darkened sleeping room. After quickly undressing he 
joined him in the bed, moving close enough that their shoulders touched but not pushing for more. He wasn't 
quite sure what to say, and he knew that anything that came out of his mouth would most likely be the wrong 
thing yet he didn't think he could keep silent for long. 

"You recognized the name." 

"Yeah." 

"As much as | don't think we're ready for this now | can't think of a way to say no." 


"| know." 


"They're killers, Bruce, and they won't hesitate to kill us if they find out why we're there." 


"| don't see what value there is on the things we're after, Steve. Why would they care?" 


Steve's laugh was without mirth and the impatient movement of his arm against Bruce's further demonstrated 


how badly this had shaken him. "Remember what | told you the kidnapping was about?" 
"Massive carbon deposits. Diamonds. Mining rights." 


"If the Xstrallians can prove that this was originally their planet and that they were forced from it, they can 
petition to be given those rights and control them." 


‘Oh. That's not something they're going to be very happy about losing.” Bruce leaned into him. "Do you think 
that's the reason they're trying to get it back?" 


"| don't know. | got the feeling that Kkregth was being honest but that doesn't mean the ones that sent him 
are. They could have told him that rubbish to keep him from betraying the real reason. They know, if they 
know anything about us, that we're not going to expose ourselves to this kind of danger for something like 
mining rights." 

"So what are we going to do?" 

"| don't know." 

"If you decide that we're not going, I'll back your decision" 

"| know." 

"The rest would understand if you explained." 

"Forget it" 

"Fine." 

They sat in silence for a while until Bruce let out a heavy sigh. 

"So, any chance of me getting lucky?" 

"Forever a fucking pervert." 

"Yes | am and don't you forget it, Harris." 


"Like | ever could" 


Bruce shoved him onto his back. "Now shut up and get to it." 


Steve did. 


Seven 
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Steve wasn't kidding about working until they dropped. Bruce was the first victim of it all when he was literally 
pushed out of bed before the night was even done and his attitude reflected his unhappiness with the whole 
idea, Steve wouldn't even let him get into the tub, making him settle for the far quicker and not near as 
relaxing spray wash, and as soon as it was done he was hustled into clothes and shoved out the door and 


deposited in front of the virtual while Steve vanished into the engineering compartment. 


Bruce thought he could outsmart him so he started the program and then curled up in the chair for a nap, 
but when the clanging alarms burst from the speakers he came up clutching his chest and shrieking. Swearing, 
Bruce slapped on the pads and the gloves and soon was lost in the virtual world of flying the ship, although 


there was a small part of his mind that planned a bloody and painful revenge. 


The rest arrived soon after, and there was little conversation as everyone bent to their tasks with a new 
purpose. Around mid-day Kkregth arrived, and explained that he was a medical officer on his ship and since he 
planned on flying with them perhaps he... 


Steve would have sent him directly out of there. 
Adrian, who was fascinated with him, let him stay and neglected to mention it to Steve. 


When Steve did a full scan to see where everyone was before calling a meal break, he located Nicko with 
Bruce, and Janick was with him and he was stunned to find Adrian in medical with an unidentified life-form. 
Unsure what this could mean, Steve didn’t call him on the communication system, instead he picked up a small 
Targon emitter and he and Janick crept through the corridors until they reached the closed door to medical. 
Knowing that timing was vital, Steve hit the release and dove through the door as soon as it opened enough 
for him to fit, rolling twice and coming up on his knees with the tube aimed in the general direction of the two 


men. 
Adrian shouted for him not to fire as Janick burst in, and the ensuing argument was so loud that it brought 
Bruce and Nicko on the run. In the midst of it all stood Kkregth, looking decidedly uncomfortable, and to no 
one's surprise it was Bruce who managed to shout over them all. 


"What the fuck is going on here?" 


| have no fucking ideal Would someone like to explain to me why he's been given the run of the ship? And who 
let him in?" 


Adrian grinned and scratched his chin. "That would be me, Harry. | was out getting a load of supplies and he 
showed up. He saw what | was loading and he said he was a medical officer on his ship and asked if he could 


help and | figured it wouldn't do any harm." 
Steve was livid. "You what?" 


"Steve, calm down. Really, | can't imagine it's good for you to be quite that shade of purple." Bruce, knowing he 
was more or less taking his life in his hands, gently caught hold of his arm. "Come on, give yourself a minute 


to calm down and then let's get the rest of this." 


Steve pulled away from Bruce's hand. "Adrian, in my quarters, now. The rest of you keep an eye on him." He 


turned and stalked out of the quarters, still furious over the whole situation 


Adrian sighed and shrugged. "I'll be back. Unless of course he decides to pack me in something and jettison me 
when he gets a chance." He touched Bruce's shoulder on the way by. "Look, stay here. He wants to rip my hide 
off and I'd rather let him without your annoying methods of helping which usually only make it worse." 


Nicko and Janick tried to couch to cover the laughs but Bruce wasn't fooled. "Fine. Just tell him he's cleaning 


up any blood" He glared at the others. "And you two just shut the fuck up." 
"Should | leave?" 


Bruce shook his head. "No. Not until Steve says what he wants to do. So until then, we might as well be doing 


something more than standing here." 


As much to try to occupy their minds as well as their hands, the four went back to unpacking and setting up 
the equipment that often meant the difference in life and death. 


"In all the time I've known you | have never seen you take such an incredibly stupid risk for your fucking dick" 


"Yeah, | know." 


"What the fuck were you thinking? He could sabotage something and we're completely unaware of it and when 


the time comes we could find ourselves completely fucked!" 


Adrian shrugged. "Yeah, | know. | know you're pissed, Harry, and you should be because | made the decision 
without even letting you know, but there's something about him that | trust. And yeah, | won't deny | think 
he's quite fuckable, and maybe the initial choice of allowing him in had a great deal to do with that but even in 
the few hours he's been there and we've been talking | like the bloke more and more. He's really 


straightforward, and in some ways he reminds me a lot of Dave. He's got this underlying innocence about him." 


Steve felt the familiar thrust of pain at the mention of Dave. "So why is he here?" 

"He wanted to help and he wants to go with us. | told him that wouldn't be my decision but if he showed he 
could be of use then it would probably help his cause. He does know what he's doing in there. Some of those 
bloody machines are near impossible to get calculated right and he's going through them like they're nothing. 
And I've tested everything he's done, two or three times, and the computer says they're perfect.” 

"Yeah, | hate working with them." Steve sighed and ran a hand over his face. "l'm not happy that you did this. 
He could have killed you and gotten off here and we wouldn't have known until you didn't show up for the 
meal." 

"What can | say? I'm just a sucker for a pretty face." 

Steve couldn't quite stop the smile. "You're a bloody idiot” 


"Yeah." Adrian gave his chin another good dig. "So can we keep him?" 


Steve rolled his eyes. "Let's see what everyone else thinks. Now come on, I'm hungry and | know Bruce is eating 
himself to find out what's going on" 


"You know, if we keep him..." 


Steve groaned aloud. "l'm going to be sorry because Bruce is going to be a complete flirt and be doing his best 


to find out what other parts are feathered." 

"Yep" 

‘lm going to kill you for this." 

On his feet and following Steve out the door, Adrian snickered. "Can you wait until after | find out?" 
Laughing, Steve grabbed him in a headlock and the two of them tussled the whole way back to Medical. 
"So, you said you were mated but you aren't now?" 

"For fuck's sake, Bruce!" 

"What? l'm a curious sort!" 


"You're bloody annoying about it" 


"Yes, | am. And you've known this since the first time you met me. So what's your point?" 

"That you need to learn that sometimes there are things that are none of your fucking concern!" 
"Whatever, Harris. And if it has to do with my ship then it is my concern!" 

"Are they always so angry with each other?" 


Adrian shook his head in response to Kkregth's quiet inquiry. "They aren't angry. They aren't even quarreling. 
They just bicker a lot" 


"Constantly," Janick added. 
"Old married couple," Nicko said. 
"We can hear you," Steve growled. 


"I offer my apologies if my question was rude. And to answer yours, Bruce, | was mated to a very lovely 
female but she fell ill from a bad laying and did not recover." 


"Sorry, | didn't mean to drag that up." Bruce did look sorry, but all of them could tell he was bursting to ask 


more. 


"And don't worry about being rude, not like you're half as bad as he is." Steve, finished with his plate, pushed 
it aside. "And I'm sorry to hear that about your mate." 


"I offer my thanks." 
"So, are all the mated pairs mixed?" 
Steve folded his arms on the table and dropped his head to rest there with a groan "Really, Bruce." 


"They are. Mating is the purpose for breeding, Bruce, and the only way breeding can occur is with one of both. 


However, there are many who take pleasure with either until mating occurs." 
"Oh? So you are adaptable to both male and female lovers?" 
| swear | shouldn't let him mix with anyone who isn't a deviant or a pervert," Steve mumbled. 


"Which explains why l'm with you, Harris. Now," Bruce said, once more focusing his attention on Kkregth, "are 


you?" 


"While | do enjoy both, | find the pleasure to be found with a male more gratifying.’ 

It took several hard slaps on his back from Nicko before Adrian managed to stop choking. 

Bruce probably would have never shut up about it if he had known the real reason Adrian choked on his food. 
Under the table those delicate, slightly webbed fingers were firmly kneading his balls. 


Steve sent the two of them off while he talked to the rest. He didn't know why he bothered, before he even 
had a chance to express his concerns they were all voting to allow Kkregth to remain. So, still not completely 
sure about it all, Steve and Janick left to get the parts they would need to strengthen the shields while Bruce 


and Nicko returned to the virtual, and everyone got back to work. 


Three days later they all hated him. 
Steve, that is, not Kkregth. 
Janick was so tired that Nicko wasn't getting more than a kiss. 


Nicko was so cross-eyed from being in the virtual that even if Janick had been eager for more he would have 


had a very difficult time focusing on which one was real. 


Adrian was in hell because while there had been more than a few meaningful looks and several intimate 
touches, nothing more had happened because Steve had the worst timing for showing up, and since he had 
insisted the Kkregth stay where he could keep an eye on him there had been no opportunity for him to 
determine the exact placement of the rest of the feathers. 


Bruce was bored with the sim and wanted to fly, and since he couldn't have that he wanted sex, and Steve was 


too busy working on the ship and he refused to program an Xstrallian male into the virtual. 


They only one that didn't seem bothered by the back-breaking work schedule was Kkregth. He seemed tireless, 
and since Steve had adjusted the gravity levels in Medical he was moving round much easier. The first night 
he had stayed Bruce had been fascinated when he refused a bed, instead choosing to curl up in a pile of soft 
blankets in a dark corner, and when they got up the next morn he was still asleep and somehow he had 


managed to feather the nest so he was surrounded by little puffs of white. 


It was the night of the third day when Steve announced the ship was ready for a test flight. Bruce wanted to 
go right then but he refused, ignoring the begging and pleading, the threats and the tantrums, and finally Bruce 
stomped off to sulk. 


In doing that he found Kkregth sitting outside and he flung himself down beside him, looking for a sympathetic 


ear for his complaints. 
He didn't find one. 


"He does not want to endanger you further by making the first flight without all being well rested and at their 
best" 


"| know that! l'm not looking for logic, | want someone to agree with me that he's a controlling, stubborn, 


unreasonable wanker!" 


"In the transfer of data from the old medical units | saw the records of your injuries and he has reason to 


feel as he does" 


"I know! Stop being so bloody logical!" Bruce groaned and fell back "Ow. Bloody ground's hard. I'm not angry at 
him and | know why he wants to wait, l'm just bored and frustrated and | don't handle either well." 


"So | have noticed" Kkregth's shoulders moved restlessly. 
"What's wrong?" 


"Nothing is wrong, Bruce. | have made certain adjustments to myself in order to make myself more of a fit to 


your planet but they are beginning to fail’ 


"Adjustments?" Bruce sat up, boredom forgotten "What kind of adjustments? Wait, does this have anything to 


do with why you've been wearing a shirt every day since the first night we met?" 

"You are very perceptive." 

"He's only perceptive because he's dying to know where else you have feathers," Steve said from the darkness. 
He moved closer, coming into the weak light of the quarter moon. "Everyone's gone home to get some rest. 


We're taking off at first light" 


"Before we do, | should explain what | meant and if you decide it is an adjustment | should continue | will need 
full use of the medical equipment." 


"| think | know." 
"Well | don't!" 


Kkregth slowly got to his feet. He grasped the hem of his shirt and lifted it over his head. Although there was 


limited light, it was easy to see the feathers that were now covering his shoulders and down onto his chest in 


a pattern resembling a "V". Bruce jumped up and reached out to touch them. 
"Soft." 

"That is not the real adjustment" Kkregth turned his back to them. 

"Are those..?" 


"Wings." Steve shook his head. "Bruce, they're a race that's similar to birds, so wouldn't it make sense that 
they have wings?" 


"Not very big ones." Bruce, ever the curious one, was touching the feather covered protuberances. "Is this all 


the bigger they get?" 


"No. Within a week they will be at full size. | can use the Medgen to once more trim them to when they 
appear to be nothing more than a flat grouping of feathers." 


"Doesn't that hurt?" 
"It is.uncomfortable." 
"Can you fly? Wait, does this mean your bones are hollow?" 


"I hope you didn't think this would end his nosiness, Steve said, clapping a hand over Bruce's mouth. "Will you 


stop being such a fucking nuisance?" 

"It does not bother me. | cannot fly as you mean but | am able to glide. My bones are much lighter than 
yours, but they are still too heavy for my wings to allow me to take to the air. If | leap from a high place | 
am able to use them to remain in flight for a good amount of time, but it is very draining.” 


Steve yelped and yanked his hand away from Bruce's mouth. "You fucking bit mel” 


"Well don't do that and | won't. And | think you should leave them as they are. What harm is there in it, and if 
its uncomfortable for you then why continue the charade?" Bruce snickered and put his arms round Steve's 


waist. "| cannot wait to see Adrian's face." 


"It is one of the reasons that | have delayed mating with him. | was not sure that he would feel as attracted 


to me if he was forced to endure the feel of wings." 


| can't speak for him but for me I'd have to say that they're hot. Incredibly hot. How fast can you grow 


some, Harris?" 


Steve ignored him. "I don't think he'll care. Come on, we need to get some sleep. | don't want him taking her up 


without being rested" 
"I will bid you good night" Leaving his shirt off, Kkregth went inside. 
"Now will you please put them into the virtual?" 


Steve shoved him, not bothering to look to see if he fell when he stumbled, and left him there shouting about 
being abused and unappreciated but he was laughing when he closed the door behind him. 
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Adrian couldn't figure out why the four of them were standing in the corridor just inside the door and seemed 
to be staring at him when he walked in Actually, it wasn't that they seemed to be, they flat out were staring 
and it was making him more than a bit self-conscious and even more nervous. The perfectly innocent question 
he asked regarding the whereabouts of Kkregth seemed to make it worse. 

"Medical. | believe he's in Medical, right Harry?" 

"Yeah, Nick, | think so." 

"m sure he is. Isn't that where he said he was going, Jan?" 

"Sure was, Bruce." 

Adrian decided either they had all hit their heads coming into the ship that morning or that they had taken 
bets on when (or if) Kkregth would ever carry through on the so far torturous beginnings of whatever this 
was. 

"Right, Medical then" 

Now they were all grinning. 

Adrian scratched his chin. "So, are we flying?" 

"Yeah." 

"Any minute." 

“That's the plan." 

"Sure." 


Adrian nodded. "Right. So why are we all standing here?" 


"Waiting." 


"For you." 
"Right" 

"Yeah" 

Now he was getting annoyed to go with the paranoia "Well, | think I'm here” 

"Go tell Kkregth to get strapped in," Steve said. "Might as well stay there yourself" 

And then they scattered - Janick ruming for Engineering, the other three toward the flight deck 


Adrian stood there until they had all vanished from sight. "What the fuck ever," he grumbled and then started 
off toward Medical, wondering if he really wanted to know what any of this was about. 


The displays were on, showing the Medical quarters. Janick, alone, had no trouble seeing. The other three, 
clustered round Steve's monitor on the flight deck, were jostling for position but when the door started to 
open they froze. 


Kkregth, alerted by a pre-arranged single chime signal from Steve that Adrian was on his way, was standing, 
facing the door, his shirt off - not that he had a choice in that since he had used the Medgen but to 


accelerate the growth instead of impede it - and a timid smile on his face. 


Adrian walked in and smiled back. "Hey, Kkregth, everyone is.." He stopped moving and talking at the same time, 
his eyes going wide. 


The light coating of feathers that had been there the night before was now much thicker and covered not 
only his shoulders but the upper part of his arms. Down onto his chest, still in the same "V" pattern, but now 
they did not end until somewhere under the waistband of his trousers. The long, soft puffs of feathers that 
served as his hair had grown as well and floated round his head when he moved, and he moved in a slow half- 
circle, displaying the magnificent and fully formed set of wings that sprouted from the upper part of his back, 


joined to his body where a human would have the much lesser equivalent in the form of scapulas. 


He pivoted back around, now once more facing Adrian, and his nervousness was clear in the rustling movement 


of his wings. "I offer my apologies for being less than honest about my appearance." 
"Ah, yeah, it's alright" 
"If it offends you...” 


"No, it doesn't offend me. The ones | saw didn't have them either so it's a bit of a shock" 


"In order to better fit with the confines of long travel, we often alter our appearance. At times, we remain in 
the altered state in order to cause less fear. While some find it fascinating, others seem to be unnerved by 
it” 

"Have you ever seen a Saturean? That's unnerving. Wings, not so much." 

Kkregth laughed. "Oddly enough, while the fierce appearance seems to be what one would think more 
frightening, | believe it is the combination of human features with the rest that makes us seem more of a 
threat." 

"Right, so Steve said we should get strapped in" 


They could all see the disappointment on Kkregth's face. Bruce was irritated by what he took to be Adrian's 
aversion to the changes that he punched Steve. 


"I offer my apologies again, Adrian Do not feel as if you need to remain here if you are inclined to be 


elsewhere." 


"Right, I'll see you later then" He turned and started to leave. He made it only a couple of steps before he 
stopped. "What am | doing? l'm not going anywhere but | would appreciate less of a fucking audience!" 


None of them felt the least bit guilty nor did they turn off the monitors. 


"Fine! Bunch of bloody arses!" he shouted. He spun back and walked straight up to Kkregth. "You know they're 
watching, right?" 


"| do." 
"You alright with that?" 
‘It matters nothing to me." 


"Fine." Adrian took a deep breath. "So, you have wings. And a lot more feathers. And they seem to be darker 
than they were, more of a silver than white. Is that all that's going to change?" 


"They will continue to darken as | age." 
"So my hair gets lighter and your feathers get darker? | can live with that. Are they thicker anyplace else?" 
"The lower part of my back, under my wings and on my thighs.” 


Adrian grinned. "Don't they tickle your balls?" 


"Constantly" 

"So, if | touch them, the wings | mean, does it hurt?" 

"Only if you were to violently pull or twist them 

"Can you fly?" 

"If | am able to jump and catch the air | am able to sustain flight for a time. 
"How many times have you answered all of this?" 

"Several! 


"Right" Adrian chewed his lip, his head slightly cocked and his eyes never leaving Kkregth's face. "So, what 


now?" 


"While | do not care if they are watching, sometimes there is an advantage to having wings that offers a more 
private setting." 


"How's that?" 


Adrian was sure that there was much yelling and complaining - especially from Bruce - when those wings 


enfolded him and hid them both as Kkregth demonstrated with a kiss. 


They finally parted when Steve's voice growled at them through the com to get strapped in. Once everyone 
was in place he nodded to Bruce, trying to keep the worry from his eyes. Bruce wasn't fooled in the slightest 
and he unhooked his belts, standing and walking over to him. Bending down, he rested his forearm on Steve's 
shoulder. 

"Do you trust me?" 

"You know | do." 

"Fully?" 


"With my life and even more important to me yours." 


"Then relax." Bruce gave him a soft kiss. 


Steve tipped his head until their foreheads rested together. "I'm trying." 
"| know." Bruce gave him another kiss and then returned to his seat. Once he had reconnected the straps to 
keep him anchored, he gently set his fingers into the controls. He could feel Steve's eyes on him but he didn't 


turn his head. "Computer, engines on, engage visual." 


They felt rather than heard the massive power coils come to life and the display in front of them winked on, 
showing the shields that protected the inner walls of the living quarters. 


"Engage bottom thrusters, one sixth power.” 

She smoothly lifted 

"Hold. Open dock" 

The ship hovered and they heard the mechanics of the huge doors grinding as they opened. 
"Left thrusters quarter power, maintain height: 

She eased to the side, a little faster than they expected 
"Reduce left thrusters to one sixth power 

She slowed, still moving sideways on a level path. 

"Computer, hold position and wait. Clear?" 

"Clear," Steve said. 

"Computer, close dock Engage bottom thrusters, quarter power" 


The sound of the doors rumbling closed was lost as they steadily lifted, the visual changing as they moved 
higher into the air. Bruce touched the controls, bringing the ship into a slow turn into the open air. 


"How does she feel?" 
"Nearly as responsive as you are when | touch you." 
"Idiot," Steve growled. 


"Shut up, Harris, I'm flying." Because he had had begun manipulating the ship through touch, the computer 


remained silent as they stopped the turn on his command. 


"Stay with voice as much as you can" 

Fine. Computer, raise bottom thrust level to half power, engage rear thrusters at one quarter power." 

She powered up, beginning to move forward as well as lifting higher, clearing her of any buildings. The display 
showed nothing but the hazy blue of the morning sky and Bruce felt the thrill beginning to creep through him, 
the power of having her in his control instead of the sim heady, his breathing deepening in his anticipation of 
what was to come. 

"Level off bottom thrusters, increase rear thrusters to half power." 

She could move, and as if she had been waiting for this as well she accelerated so quickly that even Bruce was 
surprised. As they moved toward the outskirts of the city, Bruce manipulated her with touch through any 
traffic they encountered. Once clear, with nothing in front of them and Steve able to confirm this through the 
scans, Bruce licked his lips and settled deeper into the chair, his heart now beating as fast as the quick 
breaths he was taking. 


"Bruce, your readings are...” 


"| know. It's like the first time with a new lover, Steve. I'm fine." He angled the nose of the ship up, asking her 


to climb, and she immediately lifted. "Coming up to full ahead, give me a count" 

Steve. "One." 

"Two." Nicko. 

"Three." Janick. 

"Four" Adrian. 

For a moment, there was silence. 

And then, in a gesture that told them all how much Adrian did care about Kkregth, came his voice. "Six" 


Bruce had to swallow to move the lump in his throat before he could speak. "Computer, engage rear thrusters, 


full." 


And with a speed that took their breath, the hon Maiden once more rocketed forward into the welcoming 


darkness. 


As soon as they left the atmosphere Steve began running the diagnostics of the takeoff. He had felt nothing 


that seemed to be off but he wouldn't be satisfied until the computer gave up the readings on every moment 
of the flight to leave the planet, and once he was done going over them in minute detail he was finally able to 
sit back and breathe. It was only then that he realized they were flying in a rather unorthodox pattern, the 


ship swinging from side to side as if being rocked. 

"What the fuck?" 

"Just acquainting myself with the handling.’ 

"And trying to make the rest of us seasick," Nicko grumbled. 

"Right, so where are we going or am | just supposed to fly in circles?" 

"Take her on a course that will put us outside any high traffic areas. Once we're out there and clear | want to 
gradually increase the speed. But it's got to be gradual, Bruce, no more than a few points at a time. | want to 
find her limit where she starts to give up the handling." 

"Right, and since all the things you've done to her, including the power increase, are going to make any of the 
original specs obsolete, this is exactly why | said that the sim would do very little to show me much about 


her. Even on takeoff, using the suggested settings, it was too fast.” 


Steve decided to ignore him. "Janick," he said, pushing the key that allowed him to communicate with him in 
Engineering, "how's everything there?" 


"Im in love. And Ive got a hard-on you wouldn't believe. 

"Far more information than | needed!" Bruce called. 

"Like you don't?" 

"Well, yeah," Bruce laughed. 

"Fucking perverts" Steve went back to the constant reports that were generated by the ship's computers. 
Based on the data he was seeing, the sudden sickening roll of the ship was far from anything he expected 
i ey! 

"Youre a fucking idiot. And you're off the deck’ 


"Oh come on, Steve! | admit | should have warned you but | wanted to see how she'd act! It's a very common 


maneuver in a tight battle and | needed to know when no one was actually shooting at us!" 
Steve winced as the Medpac placed the final stitch. Because of his position, hunched over his station, the 
violent movement had jerked his head forward and the corner of the monitor met the left side of his 


forehead, resulting in a good-sized and quite bloody gouge. "It was a fucking stupid thing to do!" 


"I know. | didn't think. | knew everyone was still strapped into their seats so | didn't think anyone could get hurt. 


lam sorry.” 


Kkregth finished the job with a dusting of protective powder that would form a light bandage. "You are 
finished, Harry." 


"Anyone else?" 

"No, the only one who suffered an injury was you." 

"Figures," he snorted. He slid off the bed and started to get up. "Thanks." 

Bruce moved quickly in beside him and helped him to stand. "I really am sorry, Steve." 

"I know. And I'll get over being pissed at you. Eventually.” 

"Am | still off the deck?" 

Steve got mad all over again. “That's why you're sorry, right? Not that you scared the fuck out of all of us, 
caused me to get this huge bloody dig on my head and a headache that has my fucking stomach in knots, and 
all you care about is can you still fly the fucking ship!" 

"No, of course it isn't! | am sorry, and you know | would never deliberately hurt you nor am | happy that you 
are hurt and feeling like this but it seems incredibly stupid and petty of you to punish me when we're trying 
to get ready for this mission!" 

"Careless flying causes accidents, Bruce, and that was pretty fucking careless." 

"Oh, like on Tallaghan?" He immediately regretted it as soon as it was out of his mouth. "Fuck, | don't mean 
that. How is it you can make me so fucking insane that | have absolutely no control over the stupidity that 
spews out of my mouth?" 

"Go fly the fucking ship, Bruce." Steve pushed him away. "Just fucking go." 


"No. Its not worth it, not until | know you aren't looking to have my head." 


"As long as you have what you want, what does it matter?" Steve shifted away from him. "I'm going to my 


quarters for a bit. Let me know when we're out far enough to begin the tests." 


Bruce sighed as he watched him go. 
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After the incident with the sudden roll the rest of the testing seemed quite tame. Everything went as it 
should and all of them, even Steve, was satisfied that the ship stayed true to her handling up to nearly 
ninety-five percent of her maximum speed. After that she had a tendency to try to nose down but it was 
easily compensated for, and with all the data already being put through the computers they headed home. 
Steve had left the deck as soon as he was sure that everything was still working as it should and while the 
last thing Bruce wanted to do was give up the controls it was important for Nicko to get time in so he did, and 


with the two of them confident they could handle anything he left in search of Steve. 

He found him stretched out on the bed in their quarters with his eyes closed. Not sure if he was sleeping, 
Bruce made every effort to be quiet which of course made him promptly trip over several things, knock one 
or two off any flat surface and generally make more noise than he would have if he had been trying. He had 
taken his boots and socks off and was just hopping round on one foot after having caught his toe on another 
part that Steve had left lying round when he realized that Steve was awake and watching him with a small 
smile on his face. 

"Don't laugh at me, Harris, this is your fault. Not only was it you that left this shit all over the floor | was 
trying to be quiet and not disturb you." He sat on the edge of the bed and pulled his leg up over the other to 
better examine his toe. "And that really fucking hurt" 

"Good." 


"Bastard." Bruce crawled the rest of the way onto the bed until he could flop down beside him. "How's your 
head?" 


"Its alright.” 

"Your stomach?" 
"Fine." 

"Still pissed at me?" 
"Yeah." 


"You should be. As much as | hate to admit it that was an incredibly stupid move on my part." 


"Yeah, it was." 
Bruce laid his head on Steve's chest and curled up against his side. "| am sorry. | know | didn't exactly appear 


to be very contrite but | am. | don't like the fact that you got hurt and even more | really am unhappy with 


what | said to you. It was uncalled for and it was cruel. I'm really not a cruel person, not when it comes to 


you.’ 

"No, you aren't." Steve put his arm round Bruce's shoulders and began running his fingers slowly up and down 
his back. "Don't ever do it again, Bruce. | know you think l'm pissed because you didn't warn anyone and yeah, 
that's part of it, but..." 

"You thought I'd lost control.” 

"Yeah, | did. Brought back too many fucking memories that | really don't want to think about." 

| know. | did realize that but then of course | got mad and my mouth flapped off" 

"As usual.” 

"Yeah." 

The silence was comfortable but for Bruce it was nearly impossible to maintain. He did his best though, using 
the time to slip his hand under Steve's shirt and play with the hair on his chest, every once in a while taking a 
moment to tickle or tease his ripple. 

"You going to let Nicko take her in?" 

"| should. He needs to be at least somewhat familiar with her." 

"We're coming up into the atmosphere soon" 

Bruce's hand stilled "Well, this is the first landing.” 

"Yeah." 

"And if he dents, dings or scratches her you're going to kill him." 

He heard the light rumble of laughter in Steve's chest. "Yeah." 


"So | probably should go land her." 


"Yeah." 


And that fast he was gone. 
"We leave at dawn tomorrow." 


Bruce started to open his mouth to ask why not today, right now, this very moment but Steve glared at him 
and he closed it with a snap. 


"lim taking Adrian and going for supplies. Jan is going to run a few more sims on the shields. Nicko, I've set up 
the virtual for you to run some weapons sims, and once you're done Jan will take a turn. Ade will do it when 
we get back. Bruce, | want you to spend some time with Kkregth in Medical. | want you to know those systems 
as well as you can. And before you start to argue with me your other option is to sit here and do nothing.” 


Scowling, Bruce folded his arms over his chest and pouted. 


"Right, that's it so lets go." Steve got up and started for the door, catching Bruce by the ear on his way past 


and dragging him to his feet. "Come outside for a minute." 

"Ouch! Fine, but let go of my fucking ear!" 

Steve did, once they were outside. "Stop the fucking pouting. | want someone l'm sure | can trust to know those 
systems, Bruce. Ade does, but if things go wrong l'm going to need him someplace else. And although | trust 
Ade with my life, he's been pretty fucking distracted. You're nosey enough to ask every possible question and 
you won't be satisfied until you get all the answers." 

"Somewhere in that insult | think there's a compliment." 

Steve smiled at him and Bruce almost forgot he was a bit miffed at him. "There was." 

"For that, | might even kiss you goodbye." 

Steve backed away. "Who said | wanted a kiss?" 

"You'd better always want my kisses, Harris." 


"| think for now I've had enough." 


Apparently he hadn't for when Bruce sprang he was waiting with willing lips. 


"You don't trust him." 


"Its not that | don't trust him, Ade. It's just that there is something about this whole idea | don't trust. He 
could be telling us what he thinks is the truth and whoever sent him lied to him. You know that part of the 
reason why | do this is because of a failed rescue mission for some hostages when | was a kid, but what you 
don't know is that it involved Mexanus Twelve. It was a whole big fucking mess over mining rights, and | can't 
help but wonder if there isn't some of this in this. If his race can establish a claim as far as being the natives 
of that planet, they can petition for the rights. What if this isn't about preserving their heritage and their 


past and instead is nothing more than wanting the profits of the carbon mines?" 


"I think he's telling us the truth, Harry, or at least as much as he knows of it all. He doesn't seem to be 
capable of lying very well. And he's been pretty honest with me about some things that if he was just looking 


to make sure he had a good bit of control over me he wouldn't have said." 
"Like what?" 


"Well, the main thing was that when this is done he's going home because he's hoping to be remated. So while 
he wants to have fun on this trip, he's making it clear that when it's over he's not interested in anything 
more. And since | pretty much said that | wasn't looking for a quick fuck, that | was ready to find someone to 
settle down with, it would have been easier to let me believe that and get what he wanted and then tell me to 


fuck off" 


"Yeah, it would have." Steve glanced at him, the traffic light enough that he could do it without worrying about 
colliding with another short ship. "You alright with that?" 


| have to be, right? Either that or | just spend the entire trip with my tongue hanging out while | wank myself 


raw. 
"Never thought I'd here you talk about wanting to settle down" 

‘Its your fault. Well, you and Bruce. And in a way Janick and Nick. And before you start making noises about 
Bruce not being settled you know he is. He might bluster about leaving and he might use every opportunity he 
gets to run completely wild in the virtual, but he's not looking to get out of this whole thing with you." 

"Yeah, | guess | do know that. Even if there are times I'd like to jettison him." 


"Well, Harry, to be honest there are times when we want to jettison you." 


Steve chuckled "I'm sure there are. Actually, what I'm more surprised to hear you say is that Nick and Jan 


are settled." 


"Jan keeps his place for when they fight. Which, oddly enough, is more often than you and Bruce. But when 
they do, he goes off and finds someone and Nick goes off and finds someone and they make a point of finding 


each other when they're with that someone and making a big show out of demonstrating that neither of them 
really cares and then the next day one shows up at the other's place and they have a blazing row and then 
fuck each other senseless. Everything goes back to normal until the next one and then they do it all over 


again" 


"But Bruce said he went to Jan's the other night. If Jan was there then Nicko would have been and Bruce didn't 


say he knew." 

"Nick wasn't there. Jan had gone home to pick up a few things and was there when Bruce showed up. Jan called 
Nick and told him that a friend had come by and was having problems and he was going to stay there that 
night and if Nick showed up he'd kill him." 

Steve shook his head. "What a fucking mess." They had arrived at the first stop they needed to make and he 
eased the short ship into a holding area. He shut it down but made no move to get out ad Adrian remained stil 


as well, knowing he had something more to say. "You told Kkregth about Dave." 


"Yeah. He saw the flat copy of the three of us that | brought to hang in my quarters and he asked who it 


was. 
"How did he know to skip in the count?" 

"| told him." 

"Why?" 

"Because as far as I'm concerned Dave's still a part of us and always will be. He still flies with us." 


"Yeah, | feel the same. It was just a bit of a shock to have him wait through the count and then skip the 


number" 

"Yeah, never though he would do that but he's got a very sensitive way about him" 
Steve looked at him. "Then how are you going to keep him from knowing how you feel?" 
Adrian shrugged and scratched his chin. "| guess I'd best hope I'm a very good liar” 
"Ade? You're a really bad liar: 

He grinned, "I know." 


Laughing, they got out and went inside. 


"So how does this work?" 

"It takes the DNA and then replicates it to rebuild whatever part has been damaged or lost" 

"But it has limits, right?" 

"It does." 

Bruce chewed the inside of his cheek, thinking. "So if | cut off my finger it would grow me a new one, right?" 
"It would" 

"But it would not have the print that it does now?" 

"It would not. It would be smooth." 

"Not looking to that then since the ship flies by touch control and it reads my prints." 


'If you would be interested, we could make a false skin that would store those prints so if there ever was a 


need it could return the correct patterns to a regenerated part." 
Bruce frowned. "You can do that?" 
"Of course." 


"Then what's to stop someone from taking that skin and putting it over their own and using the prints to 
control something that they shouldn't have access to?" 


Kkregth hesitated before answering. "Nothing." 


"So, while it might be a good idea, in another way it's not because unless you had absolute trust in anyone who 


might have access to it, you could be setting up a massive security risk" 

"Correct." 

Bruce made a mental note to himself to mention this whole conversation to Steve. "Right, so what's next?" 
‘lam not sure what you are interested in knowing." 


"How about what all the shit that can be loaded into the Medtubes can do?" 


"All of the available possibilities are listed in the computer. It will tell you what each thing is and what it does. 


If you are in need of a specific one to do something, you enter a search for what it will need to do and it wil 
list any and all that would work, giving you information on each as to which would be best and why." Kkregth 
went to the main computer and beckoned to him. "If you are cleared for access, you can enter anything and it 
will guide you." He brought up the screen and typed rapidly. "I am asking it for treatment for a wound such as 
the one Harry received. As you see, it has given me instructions as to what to do from loading the Medpac to 
close the wound to what solution to use for the bandage." 

"So this is what Steve did to find out what to do for me after the crash?" 

"| would think that was the most likely way." 

"Interesting. So even if you really know nothing about any of this, you can find out by asking?" 

"Yes." Kkregth tipped his head and regarded Bruce with somber eyes. "He does not trust me." 


"He doesn't trust anyone. Well, thats not true. But it takes time to earn his trust, Kkregth. Don't take it 


personally.” 

"| offer my apologies in advance for what | am about to ask, Bruce." 
"Not sure | like the sound of that." 

"Was Dave Adrian's mate?" 


"What? No, he wasn't. The three of them were close, very close, and they both took Dave's death very hard, 


Steve more than Adrian because he felt responsible." 


| have a certain empathy that is common in my species. | feel a great deal of anger and sadness for his death 


but | did not wish to intrude further and ask him. | offer my thanks for your honesty in answering." 


"Don't hurt him Kkregth. If you do, Steve's not the only one who is going to be after your head. And if you 


hurt or endanger Steve, | won't rest until you pay. Thats not a threat, I'd swear it in blood" 
Kkregth bowed his head. "I do not doubt that for a moment, Bruce." 
"Good. Now let's get back to work" 


Kkregth nodded and began to explain exactly how the Medchairs operated. 
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Bruce had no chance to talk to Steve when he and Adrian returned. Between loading everything and making sure 
that their quarters were set to their liking, by the time they all sat down to a meal everyone was tired and a 
bit cranky. Instead of returning home and coming back before dawn, Adrian, Janick and Nicko were staying and 


would be sleeping in their quarters on the ship, and Adrian had made it clear that Kkregth would be joining him. 
Nicko commented that he hoped the quarters were soundproof. That started a spirited and somewhat testy 
discussion on how he had a great deal of nerve considering how incredibly loud he snored, which he lost 
completely when Janick pointed out that he slept with plugs in his ears in order to block it out and even then 
he could still hear it. All in all, no one got their feelings stung too badly and by the time they were done no one 


was looking to kill one another so it was a successful meal and everyone retired for the night without a fuss. 
"We're still not in the loop." 

Janick stripped off his trousers and crawled into bed. "Why do you think that?" 

"There's more about this whole thing with Mexanus Twelve that Harry isn’t saying. You saw his face when he 
realized where we were going." Nicko, who was already in bed, was leaned back on the pillows with his hands 
behind his head. "And he doesn't quite trust our new friend.” 

"Do you?" 

"No." 


"Neither do |" Janick stretched out beside him. "I think it's odd that he's had no contact with anyone from his 
home planet to let them know that we're going, Nick." 


"He hasn't?" 


"None at all. And | think Harry's a bit distracted over the whole thing with the crash and | don't know if he's 


realized that he hasn't done a full work-up on him." 


"You mean the scans? Medical?" 


"Yeah." 
"That's not like Harry. Why didn't you say anything?" 


"I should” He threw back the blankets and groaned. "Why didn't you make me think of this before | got 


undressed?" 

"Jan?" 

"What?" 

"Tell him in the morning." 

Janick looked over his shoulder. "Why?" 

"Because if Harry kills him, let Adrian have tonight" 

"You're an old softie, Nick, you know that?" 

Nicko leered and pushed the blankets off his lap. "Not all of me." 


"Well, hello there." Janick leaned back and twisted his body until his head was over Nicko's crotch. "Can't say 
that's looking all that soft." 


"Be even less so if you'd give it a proper hello" 
Janick gave the head a quick kiss. "Doesn't seem to have made much difference" 
"That's not a proper hello.” 

"Oh, sorry" A flick of his tongue. "Still not doing much: 

"Still not right" 


"Well, then | must have missed the lesson in giving a proper hello." He suddenly found himself on his back with 


Nicko looming over him. 
"Let me demonstrate." 
"Please do." 


So Nicko did, and Janick had to admit it was a very proper way to go about it, especially when Nicko's mouth 
sucked him to the root and one of those massive hands began to gently massage his balls. 


"| probably should had asked if you wanted to stay here before | announced that you would be." 
"| did not mind, Adrian" 
"| gather from the nest you had on the floor that you don't like sleeping in a bed?" 


"It is not so much that | do not like it, it is more because of the comfort for the differences in my body to 


yours” 

"Oh. 

Kkregth looked amused. "Adrian, do | make you nervous” 

"Yeah" He burst out laughing at the surprise on Kkregth's face. "Didn't think Id admit that?" 
"Not so easily.” 


"Yeah well, unlike some | haven't exactly had a great deal of experience outside my own species. And those 


wings look a lot more delicate than you said and | guess l'm just not sure how to do about this without hurting 


you." 


"I am not as fragile as | appear." 
Adrian smiled. "I believe you." 


"I do not think you do, Adrian" Kkregth, who up until then had been leaning against the wall, straightened and 
moved toward the bed. "Stand up." 


Digging at his chin, Adrian did. "Look, really, |.shit!" 

The last exploded from him when Kkregth lifted him up into the air with a single arm that had wrapped round 
his waist. His other hand slipped between Adrian's legs and flipped him and somehow he found himself upside 
down, dangling helplessly. "Are you comfortable?" Kkregth laughed. 

"No, I'm bloody well not! All the bloods going to my head!" 


Kkregth turned him and set him on his feet. "Better?" 


Adrian staggered back. "Yeah. You're quick, too." 


"So, do you believe what | am telling you now?" 

"Kind of have to, don't |?" 

"Not yet," Kkregth said and then he pounced. 

"Are you in any way pissed, disappointed, irritated or otherwise not happy with me?" 


Steve, busy transferring credits to cover the purchases that had been made earlier, stopped what he was 


doing and turned to Bruce. "Why? What have you done now? Whatever it is it must be pretty fucking bad." 
"Why would you say that? And what makes you think I've done something?" 

Steve twisted back round to finish. "To start with, what you said. Second of all, you've yet to tell me anything 
that happened today while you were with Kkregth. Third, and by far the most obvious, is that you're 
stretched out on the bed completely naked with your cock half hard so you're trying to distract me." 

"Is it working?" 

"No. Now what did you do?" 

"You must be tired of me then," Bruce sighed. 


"Rapidly getting there. Now stop stalling." 


Fine. | haven't really done anything but there is something | want to bring to your attention on the off chance 
that you don't know about it. Which you probably do." 


"What?" 
"Are you aware that it's possible to take a cast of a person's skin and then wear it like a glove?" 


"Yeah, it's done for things that require a fingerprint control because if there is damage done it can alter the 


prints." 
"Oh, you did know." 


"Yeah, and | thought it was standard practice for Union pilots to have it done so | would have thought you'd 
know of it. Why are you asking?" 


"If it is they never did it to me, but then again they may not have wanted to in case that was a method they 


used to get rid of me. Have someone change the access in a ship using that and when | went to use it to get 
out of a situation find it no longer responded" Bruce rolled onto his back and gave a long, muscle-popping 


stretch. "And | asked because it came up in conversation with Kkregth." 
He now had Steve's undivided attention but quite in the manner he had hoped. "How?" he asked softly. 


"He was showing me the Medgen and how it worked and | said if | cut off a finger would it grow a new one, 
which | know already because of Jan's foot and the things it replaced in me, but | pretended | didn't. Then | 
asked about the fingerprint and he said no but there was a way to cast a secondary skin that would have the 
exact details and it could be worn to simulate the original. So then | asked what was there to stop someone 
other than the person who had been the model for a skin from using it and he said nothing really and | 
thought I'd best mention this to you in case you didn't know of it" 


Steve didn't say anything, he just turned the chair back and switched screens on the monitor. Bruce sat up and 
watched as he brought up the Maidens main system and keyed in a series of commands. He was intent on 
what he was doing that he didn't see Bruce get up and come to stand behind him. 

"What are you doing?" 


"Making sure that there isn't a record of this being done at any time." 


"| would think | would know, Steve." He put his arms over Steve's shoulders and bent until he could rest his 
chin on the top of his head "There isn't, is there?" 


"No, but there's something else that isn't here." He slammed his hand on the flat surface beside the keypad. 


"How could | have been so fucking careless?" 
"What?" 


"No scan, Bruce. | let him on that ship and gave him access without ever doing any kind of a fucking scan on 


him. What the fuck is wrong with me?" 


"There's nothing wrong with you. We'll just do it in the morning before we leave and if there is anything that 


strikes us as odd we won't go." 


"He's had time to alter the readers, Bruce. He could be carrying a chip and have it set to ignore it if we did do 


a scan" Steve groaned and buried his face in his hands. "How could | have been so fucking stupid?" 


"Right thats enough. Come to bed. None of us thought of it, Steve, so stop beating yourself over the head 
with it. And | am not wasting our last night in our bed, which incidentally is far more comfortable than the one 


on the ship, debating on your, or my, or anyone else's, stupidity 


"| guess there really isn't anything | can do about it now." Steve held his open hand up in front of the 


computer's sensor and then slowly closed it into a fist, shutting the unit down. 


Bruce didn't say anything else, he just took his hand and drew him to his feet before leading him to their bed. 


"Would it make you more comfortable if | undressed and allowed you to view me as | am?" 
"| don't know if comfortable is the word," Adrian joked, "but l'm not against the idea 

"| would not complain if you did the same, Adrian 

Adrian unlaced the collar of his shirt. "I can't promise it's going to be as pretty as yours." 


"Beauty is different through all eyes, Adrian." Kkregth undid the ties of his trousers and let them fall to the 
floor, gracefully stepping out of the pile of cloth and standing with his arms at his sides. 


Adrian, who had been pulling the shirt over his head, was greeted by the sight of the naked Xstrallian once he 
had gotten it off. "Damn," he said, dropping it, "| can see why they tickle your balls." 


Kkregth laughed and spread his arms, his wings flexing and expanding slightly as well. "All that | am, Adrian" 


Adrian was of the opinion that all that he was could be described as nothing less than spectacular. Now that 
the full growth of feathers had returned, near his body they were a glossy silver and as they grew outward 
were a very bright white. They had completely covered his shoulders and upper arms now, and they 
encompassed much of his chest but there was still the bare skin over his ribs and inward to the narrowing 
line of feathers that extended down to his groin and then once more grew in abundance over his thighs. They 
ended near his knees and began once more on his calves, ending with more soft puffs on the tops of his feet. 


Adrian stepped closer, squinting slightly as he studied the tufts of down round the base of a long, slender cock. 
"Now that has to tickle." 


"You will find out." 


Adrian grinned and dropped to his knees. "Good" He ran his hand up Kkregth's legs, marveling over the strange 
contrast of the smooth, hairless skin and the slight prick of the pin feathers at the bottom of his thighs. He 
dragged his fingers higher, feeling gently in the nest of softness to find a pair of small, solid balls underneath. 
Kkregth's hand came to rest on his head, urging him closer, and Adrian dipped his body just enough to catch 
the tip of that cock with his tongue and ease it past his lips, feeling it lurch and begin to swell as he sucked. 


It had a different flavor, a sweetness backed with a hint of taste he couldn't identify but it made him want 
more and it took it deeper until his nose was being tickled by the nest of feathers around the base. He had to 
pull back, fighting the urge to sneeze, and rolled his eyes up at Kkregth, grinning without releasing him from 


his mouth. 
"Please do not bite, Adrian," Kkregth gasped. 


Adrian very carefully closed his teeth on the shaft and moved his head, letting them gently scrape the skin 
Kkregth's soft chirp didn't seem to be a sound of pain so Adrian did it again, tightening his lips just behind the 
slight swell that marked the head before he gave a hard suck and took him deep again, this time holding his 
breath in the hope that the tickling wouldn't be quite as bad. 


He didn’t really have time to notice if it was because Kkregth literally lifted him to his feet, leaving Adrian's 
mouth feeling quite deserted when his cock came free. Breathing hard, he ducked his shoulder and pushed it 
into Adrian's stomach, effectively tossing him over it as he straightened and took several steps toward he bed. 


Laughing, Adrian found himself dumped unceremoniously onto it, staring up at Kkregth as he loomed over him. 
‘In a hurry?" 


"I offer you my apologies for my impatience, Adrian. Later, we will be able to take all the time you would like in 
exploration but now | am impatient to feel the heat of you." He must have been for Adrian found himself naked 
rather quickly, and when Kkregth lowered himself, laying his body full-length on top of Adrian's, he groaned 
aloud at the tickling of the feathers against his skin. 


Adrian had, on occasion, mated outside his species. However, he had never had a lover that was feathered in 
such a manner and his cock was rather intrigued by not only the long, stiff shaft that was rubbing against it 
but the feelings invoked by the puffs of feathers at Kkregth's groin He also was quite surprised to see that 
from this extremely close observation that Kkregth's feathers were loose enough that he could slip his fingers 
under the outer layers and find an incredibly soft down underneath. 


Whatever it was, the feelings it was creating in his body were enough to make him gibber a bit and cling to 
Kkregth's shoulders as he licked, sucked and bit the front of Adrian's throat and down onto his chest. His teeth 
were sharp but the pain was nothing compared to the pleasure and when Kkregth's knee nudged his legs apart 
he willing spread his thighs, wrapping them round the slim hips and feeling the odd sensation of the wings 


opening and closing around them. 


He didn't know what Kkregth used to wet his finger before it pushed inside him. Whatever it was it seemed to 
immediately deaden the burn and he shifted, impatient for more. Kkregth laughed, his mouth pressed to 
Adrian's shoulder as he gently moved it in and out. Adrian cocked one leg higher, rolling further up onto his 
back to give Kkregth more room to reach deeper inside him, and when he removed his finger Adrian grumbled 


and bucked his hips. 


Kkregth rose up on his knees and put his hands on the back of Adrian's thighs and pushed, lifting his arse 
from the bed and putting him up onto his shoulders, his back curled so far that his knees were at his chest. 
He felt the press of the slightly pointed head of Kkregth's cock at his hole and he tried to relax but even as if 
spread him it didn't hurt and he understood that the thin liquid seeping from the slit was what made the 


penetration painless. 


It seemed to take forever for him to sheath the full length of himself inside Adrian, and when he did he let go 
his thighs, encouraging him to once more wrap his legs round his hips as he began to thrust, running his 
hands over Adrian's chest as he did, teasing his nipples and then sliding down to flutter over his cock and then 
back up, never stopping their movement and Adrian writhed under him, groaning softly and rocking his hips up 
to meet each strong thrust. 


His hands clung to Kkregth's shoulders, his eyes squeezed shut as the slow pace began to increase not only in 
speed but in strength, Kkregth's breathing mixing with soft chirps and trills, his wings fully extending behind 
him. They flexed, partially closing and encompassing them both and Adrian didn't know how but somehow he 
was lifted from the bed and now the wings were under him, cupping his body as Kkregth drove harder into 
him, the down at the base of his cock tickling the back of Adrian's thighs and his balls and he gasped and dug 
his fingers in, feeling them rubbing against his cock as Kkregth angled his body, his lips pressed to Adrian's 
ear, the musical sounds he was making getting louder as he wrapped a hand round Adrian's cock and pumped it 


hard, until there was nothing he could do but shout as he came, bucking wildly under Kkregth. 


The sound was a whistle, and Kkregth tensed, his wings tightening round them both and he forced as deeply as 
he could into Adrian's body as he came, the heat of his come spilling inside him. He shivered, giving a few lasts 
thrusts as he finished, and then he leaned forward, holding his weight on his hands and rocking Adrian in his 
embrace. Barely aware of anything except the deeply satisfied lethargy that was dragging him under, Adrian 
felt himself lifted, still impaled on the long, thin cock that was somehow still hard, and carried from the bed. 


He had a vague impressing of something amazingly soft under him and then he was once more tenderly 


encompassed by those amazing wings and after that he knew nothing but oblivion 
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He came awake slowly, at first confused by the sound he was hearing. When his muddled brain managed to 


somewhat focus he realized what it was and groaned aloud. "Oh, shut up, Bruce." 
"Can't help it, Ade. Who would have expected to find you all curled up in a nest like a baby bird?" 


Now he did open his eyes and was able to see his surroundings. He grumbled and burrowed deeper into the 


soft layer of feathers. "It's comfortable.” 


| don't care how fucking comfortable it is, coming out and finding your naked arse staring at me first thing in 


the morning isn't my idea of a pleasant way to wake up." 
"Naked? Wait, where am |?" Adrian sat up and cursed. "Fuck, how did | get here?" 


"| don't know, but like | said, not something | wanted to see before | had my coffee," Steve grumbled, throwing 
him a blanket. "Where's Kkregth?" 


"Unless I'm just starving and wishing | smelled it, | would say he's making breakfast." Bruce gave Adrian another 
leer as he walked past. "I'd suggest dressing before you come to the table, Ade, otherwise we might think 


there's an extra sausage!" 


"Fuck off, Bruce." He did get up though, wrapping the blanket round his waist. "Sorry, Kkregth can't sleep in a 
bed. The wings." 


"Yeah, | figured as much." Steve wasn't quite sure how Adrian was going to take what he was about to say. 


"Ade, | fucked up." 
"How?" He carefully stepped out of the nest. 
"We never scanned him. Not a full scan." 


Adrian sighed. "Fuck, | never thought about it. We don't normally scan anyone that hires us, then again we don't 


usually take them along.’ 


"If he hadn't already had full access to Medical it wouldn't be so much of a problem. We have to do it first 
thing and then | need to run a full diagnostic check to see if anything has been altered and hope that he's not 


smart enough to have fixed it to cover his tracks." 


"Hang on, Harry, you're going in with the assumption that he's already fucked with it all. | don't think that's 


right. I've never seen any sign of him being less than honest with us." 
"You didn't with Nicko, and neither of us realized something was off with Dave." 
Adrian scowled at him. "That's not fair, Harry." 


"Fair or not, we're not leaving until I'm satisfied that he's on the level and that nothing has been done to 


compromise the ship or any of us." 

Fine, but don't act as if you already know that's he's done something wrong" 

"And don't think that just because he's a good fuck that he hasn't," Steve snarled in return. 
"That, Harry," Adrian said, glaring at him, "was completely out of line.” 


Steve shrugged. "I don't care. It's just how it's going to be. If he's not what he says he is, or if | find one thing 


out of place, he's gone, Ade. He's gone and he can find someone else to do this.” 


"Whatever you say. Now, if you don't mind, I'd like to get dressed" Lips pinched and his face reddened by the 
anger he was trying to keep inside, Adrian swept past him and out the door to the dock. 


Steve sighed and headed for the kitchen and the laughter he could hear from the two men inside. 


There was an obvious tension between Steve and Adrian throughout the meal. As soon as he was done 


pretending to eat, Steve pushed his plate away and stood. "Kkregth, | need you to come with me to Medical" 
"Of course, Harry.” 

"Could you at least let him finish eating?" 

Nicko, Janick and Bruce all froze, watching to see if the angry stare between the two men escalated 


"I am finished, Adrian. If Harry requires something of me before we can leave then it is worth a pang of 


hunger or two." He got up. "If you are ready, | am as well." 
"Let's go." Steve stopped and pointed at Adrian when he started to rise. "Not you." 


Adrian didn't sit back down. "Bollocks. | don't trust..." He broke off, his face reddening. 


"You don't trust me?" Steve asked softly, the anger displayed in the clenching of his fists at odds with the 
flash of hurt in his eyes. 


"Yeah, Harry, | do. I'm sorry, | just..." 


"Since Adrian feels that | can't be trusted, Janick, come along." Steve's words were as cold as his expression. 
"Will that ease your concern, Ade?" 


Janick scrambled to his feet and hurried out after Steve and Kkregth. Adrian flinched from the fury he could 


see in Bruce when he slammed back his chair and stood. "Nice, Ade, really nice," he snapped. 
"What's going on?" 


"Steve's concerned because he didn't do a full Medwork on Kkregth before he allowed him access to the 
systems in there. He wants to do one now and then run a complete diagnostic to see if anything has been 
altered. Seems as if Adrian's got his fucking knickers in a knot because he's not happy that Steve's more 
concerned with the ship and our lives than keeping his new boyfriend from being offended." 


"Harry's right, Ade. He needs to do this and it isn't meant as a personal insult against Kkregth. He did it to all 


of us when we came into this, even Bruce. So why should he be any different?" 


lm not saying he should. | just don't think it's fair of him to already be thinking that there's something off 
about Kkregth." 


"He always expects something to be off about everyone. And not to bring up a sensitive subject, he's usually 
right," Bruce reminded him. "And just for the record, he didn't say he thinks there is anything off, he just 
wants to make sure. He isn't the only one who finds it odd that Kkregth is here at the request of his planet 
and yet there has been no contact between them. Not to mention he paid the first part of the fee in actual 
credits, Adrian, not a transfer but in the actual script. Which of course can't be traced. So there are just a 
few things that are off enough that he's wary. He's also a bit unhappy with himself that he didn't do this 
right away, and I'm not happy with myself for not thinking of it either. Nor should you be. Or Nick, or Jan. 
None of us thought of it. And there is a great deal at stake here, and while | know the reasons for it and | 
don't know if you do, | trust in Steve enough to accept what he wants to do without question" 


Nicko snorted. 


"Shut up, Nick. What we were arguing about had nothing to do with trust. Well, wait, it did, but not in this 
manner. Oh, shut up, you bloody fucking wanker." 


Nicko was now out and out howling. Even Adrian was snickering. 


Bruce glared at them both. "Either way, the point of this all is that he is doing whatever he thinks he has to 


in order to make sure we come out of this alive. If that means tossing the whole mission, then I'm going to 
agree with him and its done. I'm not letting him go through anything close to the idea of it being his fault if 
something goes wrong because he didn't trust his instincts. And that's all | have to say." 


It really must have been because he left them, still laughing, and headed for the ship. 

"If this is what you would like to do then of course | am willing.” 

Steve was feeling a little less apprehensive when Kkregth was quick to agree to the full scan. There was still 
that part of him that held tightly to the concern that it was only because he had manipulated the systems to 
allow him to hide something, and only once he had gone over the full report from the computers would he 
actually stop worrying that he had, through his carelessness, put them in the way of something dangerous. 
"Good. First thing is | need you to strip and step behind the screen 

Kkregth quickly undid the ties on his trousers and slid them down, stepping out of them and laying them 
across one of the beds. He walked without shame to the screen and slipped behind it, standing with his arms at 


his sides as Steve keyed in the commands necessary for it to go over him from head to toe. 


| went to a central database and loaded in the specs for your species, Steve said, his eyes on the controls, 


"so what | need from you is your age so it can compare the data" 

‘In my measure, | am sixteen turns." 

Steve frowned. "Sixteen turns since emerging, or sixteen turns since being laid?" 

"From conception, | am twenty-eight turns." 

"How long do you lot live?" Janick asked. 

"A males reaches his full maturity at approximately twenty-five turns, a female at twenty-three. We are able 
to breed successfully until near our fiftieth turns. Our age upon death is near seventy for females and 
seventy-five for males." 

"So, it's actually fairly close to our aging then. Although | am surprised that the females have a shorter life 
span than the males." Steve pressed the key to enter the data and turned as the screen behind which Kkregth 


stood began to glow. "It's starting so stay as still as you can" 


"It is the hardship of producing that seems to shorten the female's life, Harry. It is not a small being that 


passes from her. Our young are near the size of a five year old child of your kind” 


"Ouch," Steve said, wincing. 


"Yeah," Janick agreed. 


There was a soft blip from the computer and Steve turned his attention back to the screen "Bit different 


inside." 


"We are. Our heart is much larger, and our lungs smaller. We also have a small organ located beside our 


stomach that is the actual place that converts the food we consume into waste." 
"Yeah, | see." Steve suddenly tensed. "You're carrying an identifying chip." 


‘Of course. IT is something that is done to any that leave our home, Harry. It is done so that if there is an 
accident, or even death, that happens our bodies can be tracked and returned. It does not become active unless 


the bearer is gravely wounded or dies." 
Steve slowly turned to face him. "Bollocks. It's active now." 
"Impossible." 


Steve stepped aside, allowing Kkregth to see the display. "Not impossible at all" His hand, which had been at his 
side, rose to show the Crytec ray tube that had been concealed there. "You want to tell me what's going on or 
should | just kill you now?" 


"| did not know, Harry. If | had, | would have spoken of it” 


"What if you kill him and it's some sort of device that will explode, Harry?" Janick was on his feet as well and 
holding a similar weapon. The display made anther noise and he glanced at it. "Harry, what the fuck is that?" 


"Watch him." Once he was sure Janick was, Steve turned back. "| have no fucking idea" His fingers flew over 
the keys, asking the computer for more information When it offered an answer, he sucked in his breath as he 


read. "It's a fucking poison sac." 


"It is not a poison It is a secretion of an enzyme that deadens the skin enough to allow penetration by a male 


or the passage of our altricial young by a female." 
"You used this shit on Ade?" 


"It is something that occurs naturally, Harry, it is not as if | could stop it from secreting. It is not harmful. | 
do realize that is appears to be a poison sac similar to other species, but | assure you that it is not. When a 
male is aroused it begins to ooze from his gland, thus allowing the penetration to be painless. While the females 
of my species produce very large offspring, penetration is done through a very small opening that is located 


under the birth passage. It would be horribly painful for them if this was not part of our mating." 


"Keep your weapon on him, Jan" Steve went to one of the consoles and opened a drawer. "I want a sample for 
the computer to analyze. Especially knowing that you've injected Ade with this." 


| offer you anything that | can to ease your concerns, Harry.’ 


Of course, Bruce chose the exact moment that Steve had his hand on Kkregth's balls, holding them aside while 
the tube retrieved a sample from the sac located behind them, to walk into Medical. 


"So?" 


Steve ran a hand over the back of his neck, trying to ease the tension there. "Everything I've checked agrees 
with what he said, and nothing showed up on the scans | did on Ade." 


"What about the chip?" 


"I took it out. It's still active though, so | had Jan take it over to the old underground. If they are tracking him, 


it shows him alive and well and still on the planet 

"He has feathers on his balls" 

Steve rolled his eyes. "More like down" 

"That has to tickle” 

"Yeah" 

"So now that you know all this, you can put them in the virtual, right?" 
"Why don't you just go ask him to fuck you, Bruce?" 


‘lm going to ignore that remark and put it down to the worry all this has caused you. However, make another 


one like it and we're going to be having a very loud and somewhat painful discussion 
"Whatever." 


"He checked out, Steve. | really don't think he knew that the chip was active. He seems to genuinely like Adrian, 
and if there had been any danger to him from having sex | think Kkregth would have told him. Ade's fine, and 


the chip is gone. The systems show no alteration of any of the mechanics. So stop worrying about it.” 


"Yeah." 


‘| know, | may as well tell you to stop breathing.” 
"As soon as Jan gets back we'll leave" 

"Really?" 

Steve turned his head and smiled at him. "Yeah 

He could have sworn Bruce left a trail of dust behind him when he flew out of their quarters. Shaking his 
head, Steve followed at a much more sedate pace, sure that the next few minutes of waiting in the cockpit 


would be a huge test of his patience. 


Then again, with Bruce that was business as usual. 
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There was nothing like it. Well, nothing that he had ever found anyway. He knew that no one but a pilot, a pilot 
that lived to do exactly what he was doing, could ever understand why learning the tricks and limits of a new 
ship was just like becoming acquainted with a new lover but it was. It was discovering which touch brought a 
shudder, a moan, or even a scream. It was finding out how hard, how fast, how deep you could go and taking 
full advantage of that knowledge. It was... 

"| think he's close." 

"Give him another minute and he'll get there." 

"Both of you can fuck off" 


Nicko grinned at him. "If you could see your face you'd understand." 


"| do not need to see my face to understands that the two of you are bloody Neanderthals that have no 


concept of what it means to control this kind of power and speed." 


"Whoa, big word there. Do you know what one is? Since they didn't have ships or any of that, I'm surprised 


you've ever heard of them." 

Bruce spun his chair just far enough to be able to see Steve. "You're just so fucking funny, Harris." 

An arch of one of those dark, heavy eyebrows was as telling as the gleam in his eyes. "I know. | just hope that 
one day, if | try really hard, I'll be as funny as your face sitting there practically coming in your fucking 
knickers." 

"You should know by now | don't wear any." 

Nicko groaned loudly. "I really didn't need to know that, Bruce." 

"What? Neither does Steve." 


Steve felt the heat in his face from the blush he knew was coloring his skin. "Fucking arse." 


Smug from knowing he had gotten the best of the most important one to get the best of, Bruce inclined his 


head and smiled. "Later, Harris. Later." 
Nicko decided right at that moment that it was going to be a very long trip. 


Once they were clear of any planetary restraints and had nothing but open space in front of them, Steve had 
Nicko take control of the ship while he and the others gathered in the galley to discuss the planet Mexanus 
Twelve. A vid screen was on to allow Nicko to hear and somewhat observe without distracting him too much 
from control of the ship and once Steve was sure he could see and hear everything he spread out a large 
number of flat copies on the table. 

"What do you know about it?" he asked Kkregth. 

"It is a large planet, nearly twice the size of yours. While there are several areas of heavy population, it is in 
the outlying areas that are the areas from which the carbon deposits are harvested that we will find what we 
are going for and that are also the most dangerous." 

"How close can you guide us to this shit? And what makes you so sure that it's still there?" 

"While | can guide you to the exact place, | cannot promise that it still remains there. If it does that then 
there is nothing more to be done for if it has been found | am sure, we are sure, that is will have been 
destroyed." 

"How close can we set down?" 

Kkregth looked uncomfortable. "| offer my apologies that it cannot be closer, Harry." 

Steve tensed. "How far?" 

"Close to four hundred of your grids." 

Steve went pale. "You're fucking shitting me." 

"I offer my apologies for telling you that | am not." 

Bruce, who could tell that Steve was furious by the violent clenching and grinding of his teeth, reached up and 
gently touched his wrist. "Easy," he murmured. "Ask first" He felt a little less worried that Steve was going to 
go across the table when he felt the light brush of Steve's fingertips on his inner forearm. 


"Show me exactly where this place is." 


Kkregth looked over the flat copies Steve had laid out on the table. He pulled several maps over in front of 


him, frowning as he closely examined them. Finally, he pushed one back toward Steve. "Here," he said, touching a 


place on it with his finger, "they are here." 
Steve hissed and looked away. "Fuck!" 


"Right, give us a moment," Bruce ordered, quickly getting up. "Wait in the corridor and close the door." 
Although everyone looked confused, they quickly left, and Bruce switched off Nicko's screen as the door closed. 
"What is it?" 


"| know that place, Bruce. It's a series of hills round a massive harvest area. It's loaded with caves that the 

ones that work the deposits and the ones who guard the deposits live in. That's where we found him, Bruce, 

and found the parts of the others that were still waiting to be sent." He pinched the bridge of his nose and 

closed his eyes. "| know where we're going to have to leave the ship. Its a bloody long walk to get there, and 
we're going to have to go through that lot. And keep from falling into one of the deposits or being knocked in 
by a fucking blast" 


"Having been there before gives you an advantage, and therefore gives us all of the same. Unlike most places, 
we're not going in with nothing more than virtual or flat copies of what we're going to go through." He knew 
that Steve wasn't going to like this part. "| don't know how much Adrian knows. | would think that he knows at 
the least what you told me. But...” 

"He doesn't know half of what you do. The only one who knew what you do was Dave." 

"Then tell them that much. | know you don't want to, but from the way you've reacted to this it's quite 
fucking obvious that something in this is unnerving you. And if you don't give them some idea, | think it wil 
make them more uncertain and less confident in the success of it all." 

Steve gave him a weak smile. "Didn't hide it too well then?" 

"Steve, a deaf and blind man on Draxide Seven could tell." 


Steve sighed. "Fine, call them in" 


"Right" Before he did, Bruce lightly thumped Steve's chest with the heel of his fist. "It's going to be fine, Steve. 
In, take a look, gather the shit if it's still there and out" 


Steve just nodded, his eyes once more on the map as Bruce reopened the connection to Nicko and went to call 


the others back inside. 


Steve had apparently not been exaggerating when he told Bruce how little Adrian knew. He appeared as 
surprised as the rest, and Steve actually told them very little, glossing over a good bit of the dangers they 


had encountered even trying to organize the rescue and leaving out most of the specifics of what had 
happened once they arrived at the caves. He didn't downplay the difficulty in getting there, nor did he hold back 
the determination they had faced from the ones guarding the prisoners, but he kept his eyes away from them 


all and his voice remained flat. 


No one said anything when he was done, and after waiting for several very long moments he shrugged. 
"Everyone needs to take some time in the virtual and get as familiar as they can with the terrain. Bruce and 
Nicko will stay with the ship, and there is to be no argument on that because if anything happens we might 
need her to run interference to give us some chance to escape." He did finally look round the table, even 


glancing at the screen where Nicko's face looked back. "I should have told you this before we left, but...” 


"It wouldn't have changed anything, Harry," Janick assured him. "And having you familiar with it gives us an 


advantage." 
"That's what | told him." Bruce pushed himself out of chair. "Nick, you alright up there?" 
"Doing great." 


"Good. If anyone needs us for a bit, we'll be in our quarters." Bruce took Steve's arm and led the silent man 
from the galley, leaving the rest to sit and wonder just ow much he wasn't saying, and how bad it must have 


been to affect him as strongly as it was. 


With the speed she was capable of it would take eight days to reach Mexanus Twelve. For the first few days, 
when not at their stations or sleeping, everyone spent their time plugged into the virtual, or in Steve's case 
programming it, and once all of them were sure they had as much information as they possibly could have 
about the hostile environment they would face they went in again, but this time they went in as if they were 
on the actual trek and recovery, and in that they found out just how dangerous this wild and beautiful planet 


could be. 


Steve wasn't happy when he checked the reports every night. Far too often one or more were ‘dying’ in the 
simulation and while it wasn't a problem here it certainly would be there. Nicko had gotten the ship blown up 
three times in trying to get past the planet's defenses as they fled and Bruce had even crashed once in the 
insane and delicate maneuvering required to get them through the tight passes between the rocky hills. 


So far Bruce had not brought up the fact that he would be staying behind but Steve knew it was coming. It 
didn't matter what he said, Steve was not going to leave the ship unattended and if they had to get her out of 
there - with or without them - Bruce was the most logical choice to be at the controls. He had already 
demonstrated more than once that he had the same uncanny grasp of her that he had with the old Dartang 
1800, easily avoiding several curious Union patrols and a few bold pirates that had thought them easy prey. 


With the countdown to arrival within the final forty-eight hours, Steve once more assembled them all, but 


this time on the deck, to go over the last minute plans. 


"The first part of this is going to be one of the most dangerous. We have to slip past the planet's defenses 
and land without them knowing we're there. It's going to have to be in a very tight window, a matter of 
minutes, and one mistake and the whole thing has gone to shit” He touched a key on his console and the large 
display changed, showing a virtual ship on approach. “Every day, they reset the shield grids to a new pattern 
That way no one has any way of predicting how and where the search beams will be and it makes it nearly 
impossible to get through without being detected. Its then that we have to make a run for it, get past and 


below the permanent hover shields before it comes back up to power." 
The screen now showed a random shifting pattern of wavy red lines as well as a flat panel of blue ones over 
the planet surface. The ship flew straight, staying high enough to remain undetected. When the red lines winked 


out, the blue ones then shutting down almost immediately after, the ship went into a rapid dive. 


"As soon as the shields go down we have to move. As fast as we can get down there and then level off below 
the level of the lower shields." 


The ship seemed to be heading for a hard collision with the ground but just before it became too late to pull 


her up she leveled off, and the lines reappeared but now she was under them. 


"We can fly no more than twenty-five meters off the ground. If we do we'll hit the ground shields and we're 
fucked" 


"Well, now | understand why you've had me skimming the bloody ground in that thing.’ Bruce tapped a finger on 
the arm of his chair. "She's responsive enough that holding her level at that height isn't a problem. However, 
what | am wondering about are the areas where the ground rises. If the shield grids are flat..." His eyes 
narrowed. "| thought you were being a complete cunt and giving me near impossible tests in that thing but you 


weren't. In some of those passes l'm going to have a space of no more than ten meters to put her through." 


"Yeah. I've rigged an alarm system that will let us know if we break a single beam and if it sounds then we're 


done. We immediately break through all of it and get the fuck out of there" 

"Umm, Harry? How tall is the ship?" 

Steve didn't avoid Janick's eyes. "You know that, Jan’ 

"Yeah, but | was hoping that | was wrong. 

Kkregth looked puzzled. "| offer my apologies but | am not familiar with that information” 


"She's six meters, Kkregth," Bruce answered. "Which means that in some places | have less than four meters 


top and bottom room for error." 


"Again, | offer my apologies, but our units of measure are not the same as yours. It just seems to me that is 


not much room at all." 


"A bit more than twice the height of Nicko" Bruce grinned. "And, of course, since the information we're using 
is somewhat dated, there could be rock slides that make it less." 


"Or about four times Bruce's height," Nicko quipped, setting off a round of strained laughter and giving a now 
glaring Bruce a wink from the vid screen. 


"How in the fuck did you lot get a cruiser in there?" 

"It used to be higher. After we did they changed the level of the shields, Ade." Steve sighed. "Once we're on 
the ground and off the ship all communication will go through me. If anything happens..." He stopped and glanced 
at Bruce when he growled. "If anything happens, it will go through Ade. | want the trackers left on at all times, 
but if it comes down to where we're trapped and can't get back the ship is to leave. | dont want any argument 
out of anyone on that." He was looking directly at Bruce when he said that. "Understand?" 

Bruce's smile wasn't the least bit friendly. "OF course." 

"Nick, if he refuses take command." 

Bruce's eyes narrowed dangerously. "Harris, we will discuss that." 

"No, we won't" Steve turned his head. "That's it. Get as much rest as you can because once we're on the 
ground we're going to have to move fast. Kkregth, you'd best decide what's most important before we get 
there because if its more than we can easily carry in a single trip we're leaving some of it behind 


| have already done that, Harry." 


"Then that's it. Nick, Ade, you have the deck" Now, he did return his gaze to a furious Bruce. "Come on, might 
as well get this done with." 


No one had any doubt that was going to take a while, and be quite loud, when Bruce shot up out of the pilot's 
chair and stalked off the deck behind him. 
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Bruce was prepared to scream, shout, punch, demand, howl, and pretty much do whatever he had to do in 
order to get his point across. As soon as the door to the sitting room of their quarters closed behind him he 


sucked in a breath, ready to launch into a tirade the likes of which Steve had never been witness to before. 


He never got to make a sound because Steve immediately turned to face him and one look at those incredibly 
expressive eyes stilled the words in his throat. "| beg you, don't. | can't fight with you, Bruce, | just can't. l'm 
so afraid of anything being said that might not get unsaid if something happens. I'm every bit as frightened as 
| was the first time | went there. Only this time, l'm not frightened for myself or for the ones we were looking 
for. Everything about this is so fucking dangerous that I'm kicking myself for ever agreeing to come and yet | 
can't bring myself to demand that we turn round and go back. Give me this one thing to hold on to, Bruce. Give 


me the knowledge that if anything does happen that you'll be safe." 


| hate you," Bruce grumbled, taking the few steps that were needed to bring him close enough to lean against 


Steve. "| hate you because | can't refuse you that." 


Steve put his arms round Bruce's waist. "Thanks," he said softly, tipping his head to rest his cheek against 


Bruce's hair. 

Bruce's arms were tight around him. "After this is done though...” 
He felt Steve smile. "I know. Punched. Right in the face." 

"Several times." 

"Fine." 


They stood there, speaking with nothing more than the touch of their hands and their eyes, until Bruce finally 
took Steve's hand and led him toward their sleeping room and their bed. 


The waiting was the worst part. No one had much to say as they cruised at minimal speed just outside the 
shields that encompassed Mexanus Twelve, waiting for the precise moment that would allow them time to slip 
past the defenses. Steve was hunched over his console, his eyes fixed on the readouts of the program that 
was tracking the fluctuations in power as the patterns twisted and shifted. Janick waited in Engineering, hands 


hovering over the controls of the power cells, ready to switch any additional source to the ship's thrusters if 
that extra boost was required. Adrian was in Medical with Kkregth, both of them watching the visual from the 
deck, their thighs touching where they sat together. Nicko was quiet, which in itself was strange, his weapons 
systems on standby in case they didn't make it through and they had to fight their way out. 


Bruce was amazingly still. He had switched the controls to touch, knowing that his reactions would need to be 
as fast as they were capable of being and that moment of delay it took to speak could mean the difference in 
getting in or not. He was focused on the moment when Steve's voice would sound, giving him the freedom to 
send the ship into a dizzying dive at a speed that could well be so much that they were unable to pull up in 
time and he was ready, so ready that while he never moved he could hear each push of blood through his 


Veins. 
When the computer beeped and the power readings went flat, it came. 
"Now," was all that Steve said. 


They had all been warned to be strapped tightly to their chairs and they were glad that they had because the 
sudden acceleration nearly straight downward was not only violent enough to have sent them tumbling round it 
was sickening in its plunge toward the planet's surface. Steve's teeth were bared, his eyes darting between the 
display on his console and the rush of the surface as it grew incredibly fast on the front display, the rough, 


uneven terrain seeming to be racing toward them at the same impossible speed with which they approached. 


Bruce was literally holding his breath, his fingers making minute adjustments as they hurdled toward the 
ground, every sense on the alert as he felt the ship's responses to his commands. She was easily holding her 


course as she descended at the dizzying pace, and when he made a correction to bypass a rather large rock 


formation she didn't hesitate. 
"Powering up," Steve said, his voice strained. 


Knowing that they were almost out of time, Bruce gave up on caution and eased the thrusters to full. He 
heard Steve's sharp intake of breath and he knew that he was monitoring the ship's controls but he didn't say 
anything and Bruce was grateful for he didn't need the distraction They were going to cut it so close as it was 
that any error in judgment would result in them being spotted right away, or smashing into the ground, so he 
didn't want anything to break the intense concentration he was holding let alone his link with the ship and then 
it was time and he ordered her to level off and she did with a hard lift of her nose, his fingers gently 
reminding her to stay at that height although he could see the silent warning of the lights that told him how 


close he was to the surface. 
Steve let out his breath. "It's up." He leaned back in his chair, wincing at the screaming of the pull of muscles 
tensed from the way he had been sitting and the tension that had kept his body rigid through the descent. 


"And we're under." 


Bruce acknowledged the congratulatory remarks from the rest with a graceful incline of his head. "Nothing to 


it," he said. 
None of them commented on the raised pitch of his voice that said it had been far more than nothing. 


After that it was almost easy. There were a few tense moments as they flew through the passageways 
between the hills, but apart from a rather wicked grin when Nicko actually yelped and covered his eyes Bruce 
didn't react. They skirted the area over the carbon mines, planning on keeping the ship over the less populated 
areas as long as they could. If anyone did see them, it wasn't uncommon for ships to transport additional 
workers or guards through the area so no one would think much of it. 

As far as Bruce was concerned, they reached the landing area too quickly, for it meant that the time for 
them to separate had arrived. He brought her down, the landing marked only by the slight pitch and roll of the 
initial contact of the thrusters with the ground, and as she settled into the long, sharp blades of burnt orange 
grasses he sighed, reluctantly touching the controls that powered her down. He immediately unhooked his belts 


and got up, turning to face Steve. "I don't care, | want a minute with you.” 


"Yeah." Steve keyed the communication mic. “Adrian, Kkregth, be at the hatch in two minutes," he said as he 


stood. "Jan, everything we need is already there so come here." 
"Thanks, Harry," Nicko said quietly. 
Steve waved him off. "Come on," he told Bruce and they left together. 


"Stop worrying," was the first thing Janick said when he came onto the flight deck, "and don't start telling me 
any of that stupid shit that is just going to make me want to...” 


"Just shut up and come here and kiss me." 

Janick grinned and hurried to his side. "That | can do." 

Nicko's grunt of pain when Jan dropped into his lap was swallowed in the kiss. 
"I'm not going to tell you to be careful." 

"Good." 


lm also not going to bother to mention that at the first sign of any trouble that you are to turn round and 


get your arse back here immediately.” 

"Fine." 

‘lm also not going to say anything about the fact that | expect you back here without any holes, cuts, gouges, 
scrapes, blood loss of any kind and | won't be too fucking happy to find so much as a bruise. And | will be 
checking, Harris, and checking quite close." 

"Right" He felt the slight tremble in Bruce's fingers when they touched his jaw. 


"You need a shave." 


"Yeah, well, if someone hadn't come crashing into the bathing room and jumped in the fucking tub with me | 


would have had time” 
"Not my fault | woke up horny." 

"You fall asleep horny. Bloody hell, you're horny when you sleep, eat, breathe... 
"Again, not my fault 


Steve smiled at him, that slow, sweet smile that made his stomach clench. "And just where does the fault lie 


then?" 

"With you and if you don't stop smiling at me there's going to be undeniable proof of that." 

Steve's face sobered. "God, Bruce, |." 

"Don't," he snapped, a sudden surge of emotion making his throat tight. "Really, Steve, don't" 

Steve's hand came up to cover his where it still rested on Steve's face. "I'll be back." 

"You'd best be or we're really going to fight" 

"Yeah, | know." 

How a kiss so soft could leave his knees weak Bruce didn't know. What couldn't be said was spoken loudly by 
their eyes, and then with a final touch of his lips to Bruce's and a light squeeze of his hand Steve stepped 

back, walking away while still facing him until he was forced to turn a corner and only when he was out of 

sight did Bruce allow his legs to give way and he slipped down the sleek wall to sit on the floor, drawing his 


knees up and giving himself a moment or two of feeling the terror that would be his constant companion until 


Steve kept his promise to return. 


They watched them walk away on the display until they disappeared into the thicker vegetation Neither one 
said a word, both lost in the thoughts of the ones who had gone and the very real possibility that they might 
not return, With a heavy sigh, Nicko activated the tracking system, and for now, and until they came back, the 
two of them clung to the blinking dots that were their only link to the ones who had left them behind. 


It was hot and the way was far from easy. Steve, going first, carried a small and very weak Targon ray that 
allowed him to cut easily through the thick, clinging grasses and such that clogged their path. They would go 
straight for approximately fifty grids and then strike out up the side of the hills, and it would be than that 
they would become vulnerable to discovery. There was no conversation, all four concentrating on putting their 
feet on solid ground and avoiding the roots and the tangle that tried to catch them with every step. They 
carried as little as they dared to allow them space to bring back what they could, and despite the lightness of 
their packs all, except Kkregth, were sweating freely in the humid air. 


He kept his wings tucked as tightly as he could but they still did occasionally snag on a passing branch or bush, 
and Adrian had to more than once help him free them without pain. He didn't seem to feel the heat as they 
did but as they went on they all noticed he was breathing a bit heavier, the feathers on his head and 
shoulders darkening with a light sweat. When he stumbled and went to his knees Steve called a halt, the four 


of them sitting down in an area he cleared for them and passing a container of water. 

Mexanus Twelve had it's own sun, a very small, mostly darkened star that was close enough to cause a very 
high heat. Curious as to how Kkregth's race had survived here before when it was obviously affecting him so 
much, Steve asked, and Kkregth's answer was vague. Steve wasn't satisfied and started to press, which 
annoyed Adrian, and Janick finally intervened. 

"Look, arguing amongst ourselves doesn't seem to accomplish anything. | would guess that they've adapted 
because Xstralla is a much darker and colder planet, so this would be something his body isn't used to. Makes 
sense, Harry." He looked pointedly at Adrian. "And you, stop getting your fucking hackles up because you think 
your boyfriend is under attack." 

Adrian grumbled but whatever he said was quiet enough that no one could understand. 


"| do not feel attacked | offer my apologies for not having an answer that satisfies you, Harry." 


"Don't worry about it, Jan's most likely right." Steve stood and stretched. "I want to make it to the bottom of 
the hill before it gets dark, so let's get underway." 


"How far have we come?" Janick asked, unfolding the impossible length of his legs and rising as well. 


"Roughly twenty grids. We're actually making decent time." 


"Only about three hundred and eighty more to go." 


Laughing at the groans that comment brought from the rest, Janick pulled Adrian up as well and once Kkregth 
was up and the water once more stored in Steve's pack, they resumed their journey toward the distant hills. 


Fourteen 


Author's Notes: 
Written for Biffno 04. Enjoy. 


They made it to the base of the hill before it was dark. Because once they were on the actual hill they would 
be more easily seen, Steve didn't want to begin climbing until then, so the four of them settled down just 
inside the last of the thick cover and waited. He suggested that everyone get some rest because they had to 
make it as far as they could before dawn and somehow as well before then find a good shelter to wait out the 


day if there seemed to be too many risks in the area to keep going. 

Once the other three had settled, Steve moved a short distance away and pulled out a modified com. Turning it 
on, he spoke quietly into it for a few moments and then immediately turned it off. Putting it back into his pack 
he returned to the others and stretched out as well to rest, using the pack as a pillow as he closed his eyes 


and tried to force himself not to think about Nicko or the ship, but even more important for any chance to be 
able to sleep was the far more difficult task of keeping his mind off Bruce. 


"Right, I'm good, now you go get a few hours." Nicko patted Bruce's shoulder. "Sitting here and staring at that 
little blinking light isn't going to make him get back any faster. Go get some sleep, Bruce." 


Bruce sighed. "I suppose | should. Nick, if anything happens or changes, even... 

"| will" 

Bruce gave him a fleeting smile. "| know he's going to be fine. They are all. However, this time | really want to 
punch him for putting me through this. They're going to be a long fucking distance from the ship by the time 
they get there." 

"Yeah, but we can be there like that." Nicko snapped his fingers to demonstrate how fast: 

Bruce cocked his head. "Don't | recall a certain someone telling you that if | even thought it..?" 


"You do, and | lied" 


Bruce burst out laughing and got up. He gave Nicko a solid slap on the back as he stepped down off the 
platform that held the pilot's chair. "I knew there was a reason | liked you." 


Nicko grinned and gave him a wink as he left the deck. 


Bruce wasn't really hungry but he did stop in the galley long enough to get something to nibble on. He picked at 
it as he walked to the quarters he shared with Steve, giving up on the pretense as soon as he went it. He left 

the plate on the low table in front of he benches and started for the sleeping room when a soft chime caught 
his ear. "What's that?" he asked, stopping and trying to figure out where it was coming from. It sounded again 

and he followed the noise, waiting until it went off again before making a beeline for the table where Steve 


would sit to work on whatever some of those things he brought here to work on where. 


It chimed again as soon as he was standing directly in front of the table and he opened the second drawer, 
frowning when he saw the communicator that was laying there. He picked it up and saw that the message light 
was on so he pressed the switch to play whatever was on there. 


"Hey." 

Bruce closed his eyes and smiled. "Checking up on me?" 

"l'm sending this first one to explain how this works. | modified the com to allow me to send you a voice 
recording but it's going to have to be kept quite short because | don't want a random power sweep to pick up 
more than a short burst and they don't tend to worry about those. And before you say anything about this 
one not being short, lm sending it from the bloody cleansing room and you're still asleep.” 


Bruce started to snicker because that was exactly what he had been thinking. 


He could hear the smile in Steve's voice. "You can't send a return message. And | didn't make it that way 
because | didn't want to hear your voice or have you checking up on me a hundred times a day but because 


I'd be listening to it that many and knowing your sense of timing I'd get one at the worst possible moment.” 


Bruce had to agree; with his sense of timing that was very possible. Also, the fact that Steve would be 
fretting and worrying and replaying it as much as he was oddly comforting. 


"lll be back as soon as | can. Take care of..." 

There was a crash followed by Steve's bellow and then he heard himself letting out a rather strange cry and 
then he could once more hear Steve shouting that he was a fucking twit and then there was a huge splash 
and it ended there. Bruce was somewhat sorry that Steve had managed to turn it off and he must have 


dropped it behind the tub for that had been when they had spent so long in the bath that they both had to 
take a steam shower to get the buildup of the cleansing liquid off. 


He was about to turn it off when the second message began 


"Hey. At the first hill before we lost light. Waiting for dark to go on. Stay well." 


Still holding the com, Bruce went into the sleeping room and got into bed. His hand still resting on it he closed 
his eyes, letting the knowledge that everything was fine relax him enough to sleep. 


‘Its really a good thing we didn't bring Nicko," Janick said when they were walking up the hill later on 
"Why?" 

He grinned at Steve. "The way he snores? They'd know we were there in a bloody heartbeat." 

"Yeah, didn't even think of that" Steve glanced over his shoulder. "Going all right?" 

It is so far," Adrian answered. 


"We've got about four hours before the sun is fully up so we'll start looking to get into cover in about three. 
If you see something before then, keep an estimate on how long it would take to get back." 


Wanting to waste as little energy as possible they lapsed into silence one more and concentrated on getting as 


far as they could under the forgiving shelter of the dark. 


On the flats, or the relative flats, between the hills they could cover eight to ten grids an hour. On the hills, 
from approximately halfway down, they could reach around seven per hour. On the higher levels it dropped to 
between two and three. They slept where they could, but it was the mixture of supplements and various other 
things in the loaded Medtubes that Kkregth had a never ending supply of that kept them going. They had come 
nearly two hundred and fifty grids and they were now facing the hardest part of it all. For the next seventy 
or so grids they would have to cross the actual mining deposits, and there was very little chance of them not 
being spotted no matter if it was day or night. This whole section was heavily patrolled and there was simply 


no way to plan how to avoid every guard that would be walking the entire section. 


They had about an hour before sunset on the fourth day and they were currently huddled just behind the 
edges of the last high grasses. Steve had not had time to message Bruce since the day before and so he 
withdrew a bit from the rest and spoke a few words, keeping it even shorter than usual because of their 
close proximity to a much larger settlement. When he returned, Janick motioned them all to come as close as 


they could. 
"How are we going to do this?" 


| don't think that you, Adrian or me are going to have much of a problem. We'll blend in with most of the 
guards. Kkregth.." He shook his head. "You don't Even though it's going to take longer, | think we should stay as 


close to the edge of the flat as we can, and if anyone gets too close we're going to have to kill them before 
they can raise the alarm. If that happens, then it's a flat out run and we get one chance. We grab what we 
can and then we fucking sprint back to the ship." Steve sighed. "It's a great deal bigger than it was the last 
time | was here." 

"| have an idea but..." Adrian looked at Kkregth. "You might not like it" 

"| cannot say if | do or do not if you do not tell me what it is.” 

| know what he's thinking and it's pretty fucking dangerous. We also don't know if they still keep them there." 
Janick looked confused. 


Kkregth didn't. "I am willing to try that” 


Steve shook his head. "l'm not so sure that | am. If they're keeping prisoners at a different place we've 
completely compromised ourselves for nothing. | just don't think it's worth the risk" 


"Harry's right," Janick whispered, looking at Adrian as if he had lost his mind. "And this was your idea?" 

"| said | didn't think he'd like it. | didn't like it much either." 

"Right now get some rest. We need to get underway as soon as it's full dark I'd like to be across before 
daybreak." Steve waited until the rest had stretched out before easing the com out of his pack and looking at 
it. He wanted to send more than he had but the risk, like Adrian's idea, was just too much of a chance for 


everything to go balls up. He shoved it back into the pack, hoping that there would be some measure of 
comfort for Bruce in those few words if things didn't go perfectly now. 


"The lights havent changed 

"| know! 

"And why do you keep checking that com?" 

"Steve modified it. He's sent me several voice recordings but not for the last day. I'm starting to get worried" 


"You could have told me before." 


"| wasn't going to say anything as long as he kept sending them because | knew he was alright and so were the 
rest. But.." He nearly dropped the com when it chimed. “Bastard. And he talks about my timing." He hit the 
switch and nudged the volume control up. "About fucking time." 

"Hey. I'd never have gotten tired of you." 

That was all it said. 

It was right about then that the lights that showed their position went out. 

And Bruce lost his mind. 

"We ready?" 


Nods from the other three. 


Steve took a last look at the now dark link to the ship and then closed his pack. He rose and slung the strap 
over his shoulder. "Then let's go." 


As silently as they could, they left their hiding place and stepped into the open. 


Nicko wasn't sure how he had done it but suddenly Bruce was the size of a Parthan and every bit as strong 
as one and he was using all that size and strength to get free of Nicko and get to the controls. When he knew 
he wasn't getting as far as he wanted as fast as he wanted, he sucked in a deep breath and screamed, almost 
startling Nicko into letting go. Caution be damned and Nicko threw himself to the ground, taking Bruce with him 
and landing on top of the furiously struggling man. 


"Bruce, wait! Listen to me for a fucking moment!" he shouted 
"Get the fuck off me! Computer, bottom thrusters..!" 


"Computer!" Nicko bellowed over him. "Override command system, code seven six nine four three, voice 


recognition only!" 
Command override accepted 


"You stupid cunt! Computer, bottom thrusters half power!" Nothing happened and Bruce howled his rage. 
"Computer, deactivate command system override!" 


Unable to authorize changes. 


It was as if all of the fight went out of him with the shriek that was torn from him at the realization that he 
was helpless to do anything. Once he had stilled, Nicko eased himself up and sat back on his heels, keeping a 
close eye on him in case he made a move to attack. He didn't though, instead he climbed slowly to his feet and 


turned his back on the kneeling man. 


He snapped his fingers, a weak sound as if there was no strength in his hand. "So much for just like that," he 


said, his voice breaking. 
"He told me this would happen. | was hoping it would be when you weren't on the deck." 
The slow pivot was painful to watch. The disbelief in Bruce's eyes was agony. "He what?" 


"He was worried about the constant energy wave from it. He figured it would be alright up until they reached 
the deposits because pretty much all of the workers who have anything to do with the mining wear trackers, 
so it's a common frequency. No one ever pays any attention to them unless there's a problem. But once 
they're so close he was worried that if something did happen, they'd already be picked up in the scan and be 
too close to get away. He has an emergency link, all he has to do is hit a single switch and we'll have them. 


And if that happens we're going for them, Bruce." 
"And how would | not notice the lights weren't on when | came back?" 


Nicko sighed and grabbed hold of the back of Steve's chair to pull himself up. "You wouldn't have known" He 
keyed something into Steve's station and the lights returned. "If he had signaled the emergency one it would 
have overridden this one and you would never have been the wiser until he got back and could tell you about 
it. He just didn't want you to worry for the time that they're not linked. | can't believe he said that, he had to 


know that you'd figure something was going on" 


"If he doesn't get another chance he just wanted me to know." Bruce's whole posture was defeated and he 


looked as if he'd been kicked. "I'm going to our quarters, Nick” 


Nicko waited until Bruce was gone before going to the pilot's chair and sitting down "You'd best not take too 
long, Harry, because he'll find a way to come after you." Trying not to think about the fact that he knew the 


lights weren't real, Nicko settled in to wait. 
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It couldn't be this easy. They were more than halfway across within three hours. Because the ground was 
well-traveled, it was flat and smooth and there was nothing to impede their progress so they had made good 
time. They had seen the figures of guards but the deposits were mined constantly during the dry season so it 
was actually quite easy to blend in. As long as they kept to the shadows they would be fine, and Kkregth was 


wearing a piece of cloth wrapped round his head to hide the obvious difference in his hair. 


His wings were actually not as big a problem as they had anticipated More than a few of the workers were 
karthaks, another race of winged beings, and it had simply been a matter of rubbing dirt into Kkregth's 
feathers to give them the same dull brown appearance. Like those workers, he wore a shirt that had the back 
cut to allow his wings to poke through and this kept the feathers on his shoulders, chest and back from being 
so obvious. The four of them looked like a group of friends who worked in the mines on the way to or from 
their shift, and as long as no one looked too close or decided to scan for their identity chips they were doing 


well. 


Everyone also was wearing universal translators so they kept any conversation ambiguous. Unless someone got 
near they didn't speak, walking quickly but without appearing to hurry with their heads down but not bowed. 
Anything they could do to become invisible they were doing, and so far it was working as well as it possibly 


could. 


Each step took them closer to the steps that led up to the caves that housed the overseers of these 
particular mines. Their destination was the very top of that hill, in the small, hidden caves that had been 
worthless for habitation. Some were easily visible but some were not, and it was in one of those that 
Kkregth's ancestors had hidden the records of their past. While he was sure the location had been kept 
accurate as it was passed down, Steve didn't have as much faith in the faded writing that Kkregth said told of 
the placement of these items that were, to the Xstrallians, priceless. 


Steve discretely checked their position He figured they had about another thirty or so grids to go before they 
began to climb. He saw several figures coming directly at them and swore softly, using a quick hand signal to 
alert the others. He was even more unhappy to see that two of the figures were Ikarthaks. Their grasp of 
language was crude and there was no possible way for Kkregth to pretend to speak as they did without 
adjusting his translator and there was very little time to do it. 


They wouldn't expect the humanoids to be able to speak their tongue but another of their species they would 


and they would expect it to come from him and not the translator on his collar. Other than get ready to kill 
and run there was nothing else to do and they kept walking. When the three got close they saw the third was 
a Fagastian biped, very similar to a human, and that he was wearing a badge that identified him as a shift 


officer. 

"Nod but don't speak," Steve growled. 

That seemed to be what was expected and even the Ikarthaks didn't acknowledge one of their own. They began 
to breathe a bit easier once they were past, but that didn't last because now they had two guards coming 
right for them. Steve dropped back a bit until he was next to Janick and he leaned in, Janick understanding and 
throwing his arm round Steve's shoulders and leaning as if he were quite drunk. They didn't really understand 
what Steve was doing until they caught the somewhat staggering path of the guards, and when the two 
groups met there was much grinning. 

"Good day when credits are given!" the one guard said. 

"Very good day!" Steve growled in return, making his voice much deeper and rougher than normal. Anyone who 
spent any length of time working near or in the deposits found their voice affected by the dust and if he had 
spoken as he normally did it would have been a dead giveaway that something wasn't as it seemed. 

They parted, comrades now, and once more the four hurried on. 

lm quite fucking angry at you. Not anywhere near as angry as | am at him, but still, 'm quite fucking pissed” 


| knew you would be if you found out. And he knows how much shit he's going to hear when he gets back." 


"Get out of my chair. And since I've been locked out of the fucking command system, how am | supposed to 


fly?" 
Nicko quickly moved to his own station. "When it's time, I'll tell the computer to accept your commands again’ 


Bruce couldn't help himself. His eyes still went automatically to the lights even though he knew they meant 


nothing. "We don't even know if they're alive or dead." 

"If Steve's heart stops it will trigger the emergency signal.” 

Bruce snorted, his face a mask of contempt as he stared at Nicko. "Well then it won't fucking matter if we go 
or not, will it? Unless of course we look at it as a chance to retrieve his body so we can send him into oblivion 


with Dave." 


"Bruce, | know you're hurt and pretty pissed at him right now but remember that Jan's out there too. This 


isn't easy for me." 


"I know. I'm no less worried for him and Adrian than | am for Steve. Well, that's not entirely true. It might 
sound cold, but | can live with their deaths. | won't like it, I'll want someone to pay, and I'll be right put out with 
them for doing something stupid like dying. However... 


"| understand and it isn't cold. | feel the same way about Jan." 


Bruce didn't say anything else and Nicko eventually left the flight deck to try to sleep. 


They could see it. The entrance to the first set of steps that would allow them to begin the final climb was 
less than two grids away. It was far more difficult that they thought it would be to keep from sprinting the 
last bit but they forced themselves to continue at the same pace, each step seeming to take far longer than 
any before. A few more figures that passed without incident and then they were there and under the cover 
of the enclosed stairway they could move faster, still trying to tread as lightly as they could so that they 


could hear anyone who might be coming down. 


In the hours just before dawn they were more or less alone. The ones who lived in the lower caves were 
seldom, if ever, called to the deposits during the night, most of them working only for a set number of hours 
in the middle of the day. They figured they could use the steps until the third level and then they would have 
to begin the climb outside to reach the top, and it was the steps between level two and three that concerned 
them most for those would be the ones who would be making their way down to begin the early shift. 


While most mining deposits were now harvested by robotic workers, Mexanus Twelve had stubbornly clung to 
the older methods, swearing that it gave them not only a better and finer grade of carbon but that the 
diamonds formed in the deepest parts of the mines required a well-trained living eye to truly appreciate and 
recognize the most valuable ones. While robotics actually did the heavy digging and hauling, there was still a 


vast number of living beings that were required to keep the mines running smoothly. 


They had just started up the steps to the third level when they heard movement below. If there were already 
workers coming out from that level then the one from the next would be coming in greater numbers and 
coming soon. With nothing left to lose they now ran, forgetting all about being quiet and concentrating on 
getting to the top and out of the enclosed space as fast as they could. 


The heat, while better at this level and when surrounded by rock, was still enough that they all were sweating 
heavily by the time they made it to the top and ducked out through the broken line of the wall formed where 
the third level steps joined the fourth. The weak first colors of the day were just becoming clear, and with no 
time left to hesitate or worry about what might be behind them they scrambled up the outer walls, hoping 
that luck would give them just a little bit more. 


Nicko hadn't been wrong. Bruce was looking for a way to bypass the system override and he was determined 
to accomplish this goal even if he did nothing with it other than shove Steve's face through the monitor so he 
could grasp the senselessness of trying to get one over on him as he explained how he figured out how to 
neutralize it. He was sitting at Steve's console, paging through screen after screen of data, hoping that 
somewhere in the mess of code that he would find the lines that made this possible. 


He was so engrossed in what he was doing that he didn't notice the motion sensitive scanners mounted on the 
outside of the ship move, not until there was a sharp beep that indicated one of the proximity sensors had 
been breached. Cursing himself - and Steve since it was all his fault to begin with - Bruce swung round to 
watch the display, letting out a relieved rush of breath when he saw a small, four-legged furry thing nosing 
the grass near the aft hull. 


Nicko, roused by the alarm, appeared beside him. "What is it?" 


"| have no idea" Bruce brought up the information that was stored in Steve's computer about Mexanus Twelve 
and ran a quick search for any animal life that might match the description of the creature. There were two 
possibilities and after manipulating the video capture to get a better look he was certain which one it was. "It's 
a Brakian doe. It can't be the male because they have horns." He laughed when the doe raised her head and he 
got a good look at her face. "She's quite cute in a rather odd way." 


She was. Her eyes were huge in the small face. Her muzzle was long and thin, and the tufts of hair that 
sprouted from her chin were a darker red than her coat, the flecks of gold along her back reflecting the weak 
morning sun. Her head was high and her nostrils dilated as she scented the air, her ears, which were long and 


drooping, flicking as she listened. 

Bruce turned on the sound monitors and now they understood why she was poised as she was. In the distance 
they could hear the baying of another beast, and since the doe had no real means of defense except flight she 
would have no choice but to flee. And if whatever was coming was accompanied by any kind of master, they 
would without doubt stumble right into the ship and that would not be good for any of them. 

"Why isn't she running?" 


She answered Bruce's questions herself when she tried to turn and they saw that her foreleg was wounded 


and she could not bear weight on it. 


"She's done for and she knows it” Nicko turned away, not wanting to see what happened when the rapidly 
approaching enemy arrived. "Let's just hope it gets her and drags her off and that no one is following it” 


"Run a sweep, Nick, and tell me if there is." 


Bruce was up and gone before Nicko could ask Grumbling, he did, finding nothing but whatever the other 
creature was coming toward them. He keyed the mic on the com as the light on the panel lit to show that the 


main door had been opened. "Nothing else, Bruce, and what the fuck are you doing?" He didn't really need to ask 
because he was watching Bruce carefully approach the doe, talking very softly and holding out what looked like 


a handful of the lush grass she had been grazing on a few moments before. 


She was tense and trembling, her injured leg held high, but she wasn’t running. Her eyes were locked on Bruce 
but her ears were still moving, picking up not only the sound of his voice but the baying that was becoming 
louder, and now there were the sounds of a large, heavy body forcing its way through the brush. 


"She's a young one, Nick. Can't be much more than a baby." Bruce knew Nicko could hear him. "Get ready to 
close the hatch. | don't think that thing is going to be too far behind" 


Nicko rolled his eyes but he placed his hand over the controls. 


Bruce was only a few steps from her when it burst through the trees. The doe, now not sure that being 
eaten was a good idea after all, lunged forward, straight at Bruce. He was ready and caught her on the fly, 
spinning round and sprinting for the door as the thing that somewhat resembled a cross between a pig and a 
dog galloped after them, still baying heartily at the sight of not only the prey it had been tracking but another 
form of food. It was somewhat clumsy though and when Bruce took the corner at a run it skidded and almost 
went down, giving Bruce a few extra seconds and he used them well, darting up the already moving plank and 
as he leapt through the door with the doe in his arms it smoothly closed, the thump of the hunter's body as 
it struck the obstacle loud and its angry howls and the violent rakes of its claws along the outer hull gave 


Voice to its displeasure at having its meal snatched away. 
"lm taking her to Medical." 


Nicko, still keeping an eye on the now dejected looking predator, sighed loudly and wondered what Steve was 
going to have to say about this. 
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There was nothing there. Where Kkregth said the entrance to the cave should have been was a solid wall of 
dirt and rock. Stunned by the idea that they had come this far only to be so wrong about what was waiting 
there, the four sat under the overhang of a shelf just above the place to take advantage of the shade and 
the lessened chance of being spotted by any ship that might pass overhead. Kkregth had offered his apologies 
again and again but had been waved off, none of them blaming him for what they believed had been tainted 


information from the start. 
It was Janick, who had gone to relieve himself a few paces away, that stumbled into it. 
Literally. 


The ground under his feet crumbled and he went down with a short cry, falling up to his hips before he was 
able to catch himself on the edge of the hole. They scrambled to him and between Steve and Adrian they were 
able to pull him out and once they had Steve stuck his head into the opening, using a lightstick to see what he 
could. His voice was muffled as he described what looked like a tunnel that went on past the range of the light. 
It might well be an entrance to a deeper cave and time had shifted the dirt and rocks over the outer entrance 
to hide it from view, and Janick's weight had been enough to break through. He backed out and sat on his 
heels. 


"The only way we're going to know is if someone goes in" 

"I'll go," Janick said. "Close spaces don't bother me and since | found it | want to go first" 

"Get a rope round you before you do. And if you see any sign of the tunnel collapsing get the fuck out” 

"| will" He went to retrieve their packs, setting them down beside Steve before taking a long coil of stanic line 
from his, the thin, flexible cord not only very lightweight but strong enough to pull a two-man hover without 
stress. He tied it round his waist and after taking the lightstick from Steve he gave them a grin and without 
hesitation he got down on the ground and crawled into the hole, shimmying down the incline on his stomach, 


more and more of him gradually disappearing until even his feet were inside. 


They could do nothing but wait, Steve keeping his hand loosely wrapped round the rope in order to maintain 
what contact they could. More and more of moved through the hole, the progress slow but steady, and then 


it began moving faster and Steve gave it a light tug. When he felt the return pull he shook his head. Again, it 
moved through his hand and while they were reassured that Janick was alright the tension was high, Adrian 


trying to keep an eye on what was around them and an eye on Janick's tether as well. 
Steve suddenly grunted, his hand closing tightly round the cord. "Hard pull," he said. 
"Could he have fallen?" 


"| don't know. It's not moving now." Steve ran his other hand through his hair. "Fuck" He pulled again and all of 
them were shocked by the length of rope that came flying out of the hole. The slack shouldn't have been near 
enough to give it that much play, and with a curse Steve started pulling hard, Adrian grabbing hold as well and 
lending his panic to Steve's. 


When the rope suddenly went taunt they leaned back and continued to pull strongly, and then, very faintly, 


they heard Janick shouting for them to stop. They eased up, Steve occasionally giving the line a tug to keep it 


from becoming tangled as it was now clear that Janick was on his way back. 

A rather dirty mop of tousled blonde curls poked into view and they moved in, ready to grab him and help him 
out. He was grinning when they saw his face and as soon as his shoulders were out Steve and Adrian caught 
him under his arms and dragged him from the hole. He lay on his stomach for a few breaths, his hands under 
him, taking in huge gulps of the clean air. 

"You alright?" 

He rolled over, still grinning. "Oh yeah, I'm fucking wonderful." 

It was then that they saw the battered and cracked cover of the book he held in his hands. 


When Bruce came back to the flight deck he brought the doe along. Well, actually he didn't bring her but she 
was following him with such devotion in her eyes that Nicko burst out laughing. It might have been devotion 
for Bruce himself but it was more likely for the armful of grass he was carrying, and as he spread it on the 


floor she began to graze, her long, furred tail switching happily as she ate. 


"It was broken. The Medgen took care of it." Bruce sat down in the pilot's chair. "The replicator came up with 


that and | sprinkled some of the sweet shit that Kkregth likes to drink on it" 
"Harry's going to kill you." 
"| hope he tries." 


Nicko glanced at him out of the corner of his eye. "A small measure of revenge, Bruce?" 


"No. But if he's going to make it nearly fucking impossible for me to save him then he's going to have to 


accept that I'm going to save what else | can I'm not willing to watch her die when | can prevent it." 
"She should be fine now that her leg's healed" 

"She's not going anywhere, Nick" 

"She's going to make a mess, Bruce." 

"| don't care." 


And, to demonstrate just how little he did, when the doe cocked her tail and released a torrent of small pellets 


he didn't bat an eye. 


‘Its there. And there is no possible way you're going to get through the first part of that tunnel, Kkregth. | 
barely fit. What | think we should do is empty the packs and put what we have to have in one and then I'll go 
back in. I'll fill one and tie it to the line, and while you...” 

"How would we get the line back in?" 

Janick groaned. "I hate it when you get all logical, Harry." 

"Take a second line. Fill them as best you can Whatever we can't take has to stay behind anyway. Once they're 
full, tug the line twice and we'll pull it out and you can come behind it” Steve faced Kkregth. "I know that you 
want to choose what goes but it's simply not possible.” 


"lll get the written stuff, Kkregth, and then whatever else | can fit" 


"I offer you my apologies for not being able to do this myself, Janick. And if that is all you can bring it is by 


far the most meaningful." 


"Right then, let's get moving. I'm starting to get the feeling that we're pushing our luck" Steve did a slow turn, 


scanning the area with his eyes. 


Adrian and Janick, having been in the midst of far too many things that had gone wrong when Steve got that 
feeling, emptied the packs a bit faster. 


"So, you think Kkregth's going to stick close when this done?" 


Bruce was scratching the doe's head where it rested in his lap. "From what Adrian said he isn't. He wants to go 
back and find a new mate." 


"That's a pity because Adrian seems to like him a good bit" 
"Nicko." 


Warned by the frigid tone of Bruce's voice that whatever was coming wasn't going to be good, Nicko swiveled 


his chair to face him. "What?" 
‘lm still quite fucking pissed at you. | really have no desire to continue this inane banter about nothing." 
Nicko flushed with anger. "Got it." 


"Don't get pissed at me. I'm not the one who has been sneaking and lying, Nicko. And I'm sure as fuck not the 
one who knew that your lover was doing something behind your back. No matter what reasons for it, it was 
underhanded and l'm insulted and quite fucking furious that you would have left me sit there and watch those 
lights with some idiotic belief that they were fine when you knew damn good and well that they were 


meaningless." 


"Do you think it would be easy for me to know that, Bruce? To know that they weren't real, and to know that 
we really had no idea if they were fine? | wouldn't have the illusion of comfort about Janick, Bruce, but you 
still would have it about Steve. He didn't want to put you through the worry and | think that should give you 
some idea of why he did it" 


"| know why he did it. It doesn't change the fact that he lied to me, and you lied to me. It doesn't change the 


fact that he's still not trusting me to have some sense about all of this." 


Nicko rose stiffly and reached into the pocket of his trousers. "He gave me this in case anything happened. 
Nothing has or the emergency link would have sounded, but maybe you should watch it anyway." He tossed a 
chip message to Bruce who easily one-handed it out of the air. "Just do yourself a favor. Watch it in your 


quarters, | don't think he meant for anyone else to know what it says." 


When the doe followed Bruce out the door, Nicko got to work cleaning us the mess she had left behind. It 
wasn't fun, but for a moment it gave him something else to think about then than the lie that burned in the 
four lights on the display. 


"Sweet fuck, Jan, these are heavy!" Adrian was trying to get his pack comfortably settled on his back and 


wasn't having much luck 


"Maybe we should just have the ship come and get us," Jan said, shielding his eyes with his hand from the 
glare of the sun as he looked up at Steve. 


"I was thinking the same thing but there's no safe place for it to land up here. If we go down the other side 
there's a fairly flat plane and Bruce could set her there. But once she breaks the shields there's no stopping 
them from finding out we're here so we have to move fast." 


"If we call her when we're about halfway down she should be here just as we hit bottom" Janick's eyes were 


a little wide as he worked the straps of his pack over his shoulders. "You're right Ade, they're pretty heavy. 
"Fuck!" 


Surprised by the sudden shouted curse, Adrian and Janick forgot all about the packs and spun toward Steve. 
They followed the direction of his stare and cursed as well 


Coming up the side of the hill was a rather large group of guards with weapons drawn. 


They'd been caught. 


Bruce touched the key that shut down the display. He had been somewhat prepared for it but still it had been 
the most painful thing he had ever seen He felt the nudge of the doe's cool nose and began to absently stroke 
her head, letting the repetitive motion soothe him. 


The shy smile on Steve's face as he spoke was in itself a punch in the gut. Despite their absolute certainty 
that neither wanted anything different than what they had, they never really spoke much about it and when 
they did more often than not it turned into an exchange of insults and threats, said in jest but still it was 
used to hide the very real fears they both had. Their lives were fraught with danger and they knew that each 
mission could be the last and even after the very close call Bruce had when the ship went down they still 


worked round the whole subject. 


There was no shame in being a couple of the same sex. It was as common as any other, and while there was 
still some inter-species mating that raised eyebrows there was little prejudice and archaic beliefs that had 
survived. Some races did try to remain pure, but quite honestly no one cared, and couples, or more, lived 
openly in whatever style they chose. With the capabilities of the virtual nothing was impossible, and even there 


the species that did not mix were available. 


Sexually, nothing was taboo. The last remnants of the so called morality of the past had been shattered at 
least a hundred years before. With travel having reached the place that it had, there was constant 
interactions between races and, being carnal creatures at heart, most had supplemented their own kind with a 


variety of others. 


Yet, when faced with genuine emotion, he didn't seem to be able to put aside his pride and his stubborn belief 
that he needed no one or nothing to complete him. Now, unsure of what was happening, he was feeling crushed 


by the weight of everything he had so flippantly said, the things that he hadn't, and the idea that he wasn't 
going to get the chance to make it right: 


The scream of the emergency alarm was matched by his own 


"Run!" Steve yelled, dropping to one knee and opening fire with a Crytec tube. Never taking his eyes off the 
guards that were now charging up the slope he touched the switch at his hip, hoping that somehow the 
Maiden could get there before it was too late. The dirt right beside him exploded as a Tarsetal charge landed 
and he was knocked onto his side, struggling to get back up before another found its mark. He didn't look to see 
where the rest were and could only hope they had made to the other side of the slope and he got up into a 


crouch, moving back while still steadily firing at the advancing forms. 


He figured they must have gotten away because all the fire seemed to be concentrated on him, and keeping as 
low as he could he scurried toward the crest, trying to anticipate where they next barrage would land but 
there were so many that it was simply dumb luck that nothing had hit him yet. He had made it to the summit 
and they were only two grids or so behind, and he risked a look over his shoulder, picking out the fleeing 
figures of Adrian and Janick and then his world turned completely around, the sound of an explosion ripping 
through his head as his body was lifted and thrown violently through the air, pain unlike anything he'd ever 


felt pulling him in every direction 


He didn't know when he landed, he didn't know if he was alive, all he knew after that was merciful oblivion. 
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He came through the door screaming commands. "Computer, bottom thrusters fulll" 

"Wait, | haven't." Nicko felt the hard lift and snorted. "Never mind!" 

Bruce fell into his chair, fumbling the straps with one hand as he fit his fingertips into the controls. "Bottom 
thrusters off, ahead fulll" The Maiden leapt forward, gaining power with every second. "Computer, turn off the 
fucking alarms! Maintain speed, set course per coordinates set by the locater!" 

"We've broken the shields." 

"| don't fucking care. If we don't get there fast then it isn't going to matter." 

They were now at full speed and the distance was quickly evaporating under them. They could already see the 
hills where the deposits were located, and Bruce eased the thrusters down to three-quarter power, not 
wanting to waste time by overshooting the location 

"Get a fucking visual on them!" 


"l'm trying!" 


Bruce's eye were frantically scanning the overall display, hoping to see something that would tell them exactly 
where to put down. 


"lve got Adrian!" Nicko zoomed the image in, letting out a shout when he found Janick not far to Adrian's right. 


"Janick too!" 


"Where the fuck is Steve?" They were almost on top of the locater and Bruce began pulling back, giving the 
Maiden the command to descend. His hands were shaking and damp with sweat and he was surprised his fingers 
hadn't slipped off but he was even more afraid of the lump in his throat that was impeding his voice to 


attempt to control her in that manner. 
"| don't know. | don't see him or Kkregth." 


The lump grew into a boulder and now he was having trouble breathing. 


"Bruce, keep hold of yourself" 
"Fuck youl" he rasped. 

"Holy." Nicko leaned closer to the display. "What the fuck is that?" 
Bruce saw it then 


It was Kkregth, and he was flying, or more precisely gliding, down the side of the slope. His wings were 
obviously under a great deal of stress for he was wobbling rather precariously in the air, and the explosions 


of ground fire around him wasn't making it any easier. 
"Nicko! Shoot the fucking bastards!" 
"Got it!" 


The Maiden's weapons fired, the sustained Targon ray cutting a broad swath through the pursuers. It gave 
Kkregth enough time to steady himself just before he tried to land but he still hit the ground hard. Bruce 
brought the Maiden down, hitting the switch to open the hatch even before she touched ground. 


It was then that they saw him and understood why Kkregth's flight had been so out of control. Clutched in his 
arms was the motionless form of Steve, and as he got to his feet and staggered toward the ship both Bruce 


and Nicko could see the heavy trail of blood that they left behind. 


There was no time to do anything except get out of there. The systems were giving warning that there were 
ships on the move and coming toward them and they knew it was not for anything good so Bruce lifted off as 
soon as Kkregth and Steve were inside, the door still slightly open and letting the massive heat generated by 
the thrusters singe the feathers on Kkregth's wings. 


Forcing himself not to think about anything that was happening in Medical, Bruce guided the ship higher into 
the air, putting her into a climb that was so fast it was dizzying before engaging the full power of her engines 
and turning her toward open space. Nicko had his hands full because a total of six ships were hot on their 
heels, and when Janick appeared and took Steve's station Bruce spared him a glance, seeing the set of his jaw 
and wanting to shriek out his rage and fear but he couldn't, he had to remain as calm as he could and give his 
full concentration to controlling the ship, guiding her on a constantly changing course in order to keep her out 


of the direct line of fire. 


She took several hard hits but her shields held and as soon as they were clear of the atmosphere Bruce hit 
the control that brought the par-thrusters online and she rocketed into the welcoming blackness. Nicko 
continued to fire at the ships that still followed them, and after the second one erupted in a ball of fire the 
remaining four dropped back, deciding that without any real reason to think that something vital had been lost 


dying wasn't their highest priority. 


Now that they were away, Bruce felt reaction setting in and he began to shake, his teeth chattering with the 


force of it. "How bad?" he managed. 

| don't know. | didn't stay round long enough to see. Go on, Bruce, we've got her. 

Bruce didn't need to be told twice. Janick waited until he was gone before giving Nicko a lopsided grin. "Hello." 
Nicko rolled his eyes. "Hello? Thats the best you can do?" 

Janick nodded. "For now it is." 

Nicko sighed. "Is he alive?" 

| don't know but if | had to make a guess I'd say no." 

"Nothing's worth that." 

"He saved our arses, Nick He stayed back to hold them off long enough for us to run" 

‘lm sure that'll be a great comfort to Bruce." 

"He went down after a charge blew right in front of him. Kkregth turned round and went back, picked him up 
and then took off running as fast as he could toward a ledge. We didn't know what he was doing until he 


stretched out his wings and jumped." Janick got up and came to stand in front of Nicko. "How did he know?" 


"Harry had an emergency switch on him. He was afraid they'd sniff out the tracker so he turned them off 
just before you crossed the deposits. He had it rigged so that if his heart stopped it would send the signal." 


"But you were there too fast for him to have...” 

"He must have activated it before then" 

"You knew about it?" 

"Yeah." 

"Did Bruce?" 

"Yeah. He wasn't supposed to know but he was on the deck when the trackers were shut off. He lost his mind 


and even when | told him what was happening he was still so fucking pissed that he wanted to kill me. | had to 


use the override command to keep him from going after you lot right then" 


"Harry had to know he'd see that the trackers were off” 
"He had it set so that | could turn the lights on and Bruce wouldn't know." 


Janick crouched down and put his hands on Nicko's knees. "But you would have. You would have seen those 


lights and while he thought everything was all fine and good you would have known that they meant nothing" 
"Yeah" 

"Not much fun for either of you then" 

Nicko laughed. "Not much at all" He reached out and patted Janick's cheek "It all worked out" 

Janick leaned into his touch. "Not all of it, Nick Not yet, anyway” 


Nicko, mortified that in his relief at knowing that Janick was back and in one piece he had forgotten about 


Steve for even one moment, closed his eyes. "It will be," he whispered, "it has to be." 
Janick wanted nothing more than to agree. 


Adrian met him at the door. "He's alive. He's pretty banged up and he's not awake. Kkregth wants to keep him 


that way for now because he's going to have a great deal of pain while the Medgen works." 
"How bad is it?" 
"Bruce, if you will come closer | will show you." 


Bruce wasn't sure he wanted to. He had to force his feet to move and with each step that took him closer to 
the table where Steve lay it felt as if they were sinking deeper into a sucking void that would eventually 
render him unable to move. Kkregth turned toward him and opened his wings, hiding Steve from his gaze. 


"Not on him, Bruce. Look at the display. It is easier if you see it as an abstract figure than to look at him." 


Bruce slowly pivoted to face the screen, too numb to speak. If Kkregth wouldn't let him see Steve, it had to be 
bad. Very bad. 


The display lit up, showing the outline of a human male. Even as he watched it changed, lines appearing here 
and there and several parts seeming to detach completely. Kkregth put his hand on Bruce's back and urged him 
closer. "The least serious of the injuries are demonstrated by the lines which are tinted blue. The next level 


are orange, and the most serious red." 


Bruce wasn't happy to see just how much red there was. 


"The Medunits have closed any open wounds on his skin. While the abundant scraping of his skin when he fell 
seems to be very painful, it will heal before he wakes. He has broken bones in both legs, his right arm, his 


right shoulder and his back." 
Bruce closed his eyes, fighting the rising tide of nausea that gripped him. 


‘Several of his ribs are very badly broken and pieces of them have cut into his lung. His stomach is also 
compromised, but it was a small enough tear that it was able to be quickly fixed. None of these injuries worry 


me as much as the damage to his skull." 


Kkregth adjusted the display, bringing in the outline of the skull to the center and enlarging it. Bruce saw the 
long, jagged crack and hissed. 


"| have no choice but to send him into the Medsurg and allow it to repair this. The pieces of bone are too 
small for me to simply meld back together and | cannot be sure that | have removed the smallest splinters. 
There is some damage to the brain itself, and there is swelling. Until that is controlled the bone cannot be 
closed. Until that time, | would like to keep him as he is. If he wakes, he could be confused and combative and 
further injure himself" 


"Whatever you need, just fix him." That was all he managed before he got violently sick 


He went back to their quarters after he saw him. He had forgotten the doe and as soon as he walked in she 
ran to him and he sank to his knees, using the softness of her fur to catch his tears. He knew he would never 
get the image of Steve's broken body and battered face out of his mind enough to actually sleep, but the 
small Medtube Kkregth had given him to use would at least calm him enough to rest. 


Unless Mexanus Twelve sent ships from other locations to intercept them, they shouldn't have any problems 
on the trip home, and even if they did there was nothing left behind to identify who they were. The ship was 
new enough that no one could connect it with them, and if they investigated the area and found whatever 
remained behind the clues would point to the Xstrallians, and short of starting a full out war there wasn't 


much they could do. 


Bruce forced himself to get up. He went to the replicator and had it create more food for the doe, not 
forgetting to call up a small beaker of the syrup to sprinkle over the grass. One he had spread it near the 
desk, he set about to clean up the mess the frightened doe had left during the escape. Only after finishing did 
he allow himself to jab the Medtube against his arm and then go to stretch out on the bed. He didn't bother 
to open his eyes when he felt the doe leap up beside him, and when she curled up next to his head he 


stretched out an arm, laying over her body, and once more he let the tears have control. 


As soon as he thought enough time had passed for them to believe he had rested he was back in Medical. 
Steve was still deeply asleep, and while his skin was warm to the touch and the swelling on his face had eased 
somewhat the ragged opening in his scalp was still there. Kkregth explained that Adrian had gone to relieve 
Janick and that Nicko had insisted he was fine and could stay in control of the ship as long as Bruce wanted to 
be with Steve but he knew what Steve would want so after a few minutes he gave him a kiss and left. 


Nicko, despite his claims at being fine, looked completely exhausted. He didn't try to pretend that he wasn't and 
he left after giving Bruce's shoulder a squeeze. Taking over the flight settled Bruce somewhat, his mind able to 
separate itself into two places, and while he might not have been fully at his best his instincts wouldn't let him 
down. 


Adrian knew Bruce wasn't looking for companionship so he didn't try, and the only sounds on the flight deck 


were those made by the ship's computer and the occasional soft bleat of the doe who never left Bruce's side. 


For what it might have cost them, the return flight was nothing short of numbing in its boredom, and as they 
drew ever closer to home the only changes were the shifting of the bodies throughout the ship. All but one, 
that one remained in Medical, every moment being monitored by not only the systems there but on the flight 
deck and any other place Bruce might have been. The swelling in his brain had gone down enough for the 
Medsurg to do its job, and now the skin and hair were closed over the replaced bone and while he looked much 


better he still wasn't awake. 

They were only about six hours from home when an alarm sounded on the monitor and Bruce was up and gone 
before either Nicko or Adrian could react. Nicko quickly took the controls and Adrian sprinted out after Bruce, 
charging into Medical just as he bent over Steve, holding tightly to his hand and encouraging him to wake up. 
"Come on, Harris, I've got a great deal I've been waiting to say to you and it's certainly nothing l'm going to 


bother with saying until | know you're awake enough to appreciate just how fucking pissed | am." 


Adrian went to stand beside Kkregth, grateful for the comfort of not only the strong arm that held him but 
the softness of the wing that cupped him as well. 


"Steve, really, you don't need this much fucking beauty sleep." 
"At least it was quiet" 
Bruce was smiling when he opened his eyes. "Well, | can promise you it's not going to stay that way." 


"Yeah, | know. Hey." 


"Hey yourself” Bruce gently ran his fingers down Steve's jaw. "How do you feel?" 
"Stiff, but other than that I'm alright. A little pain." 
"Good." Bruce looked over at Kkregth. "Can he sit up?" 


"He can do whatever he is comfortable doing." 


Steve groaned as he tried to lever himself up. "Don't tell him that." With Bruce's help he did manage to sit up. 
"What the fuck happened? The last thing | remember is that patrol coming up the hill” 


"Steve, could we talk about this later?" 


Steve frowned, his eyes searching Bruce's face. He could hear the underlying tension in his voice and he was 


avoiding meeting Steve's eyes. "Bruce?" 
"Fine, | don't care. Laugh all you want," he muttered. 


"What? Bruce, no one..." Steve barely got his arms around him when he collapsed and burst into tears. 
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When he managed to get himself under control and lift his head from Steve's chest they were alone. "Ran 
them off, did |?" he croaked. 


"Yeah, you did. You alright?" 


"No, | am not. Not at all. However, right now I'm still torn between punching you senseless and never letting go 


of you again so I'd suggest you take care in pushing me in the direction you don't want this to go." 


He felt the soft grumble of laughter under his ear when he once more laid his head on the strong chest. "l'm 
all for the never letting go one if that means anything." 


"Luckily for you at this moment | am as well. Later, it's most likely going to be a different story." 
"He told you about turning the trackers off, didn't he?" 


"Yes, he did, and he also demonstrated the override command you had given him. You're starting to push me in 


the other direction, Harris." 

"Then | should probably just shut up." 

"No, don't. Talk to me. Say whatever you want; | just want to hear your voice. Don't ask me questions because 
| don't need to hear mine." Bruce shifted impatiently, trying to get a little more comfortable on the edge of the 
narrow table. "Can we get out of here? I've seen more than enough of this place in the last few days." 

"Yeah, just stay close. I'm not sure my legs are quite ready to work just yet." 


Bruce snorted. "Trust me, Harris, getting too far away from you is not something | plan to do for a while.” 


With Bruce staying close, the trip to their quarters started off well enough. Right up until they opened the 


door to the corridor to leave Medical and found a small, furred creature waiting on the other side. 


"What the fuck is that?" 


"Its a Brakien doe" 


"Why is it in the ship?" 

Bruce might have been able to come up with a plausible denial but the doe didn't let him. She bleated and gazed 
up at him with adoring eyes and he went down without a fight. "We saw her outside the ship. Her leg was 
injured and something must have been chasing her and we heard it coming. She couldn't run and | couldn't sit 
there and watch her die because this was after | knew about the lights and | know it's incredibly fucking stupid 
of me but somehow | thought saving her would make me feel better and once she was healed it just made me 
feel better to have her here and so | sort of kept her and now | don't think | can get rid of her." At that 
point, even he had to pause for breath. "Even if | could | don't have any idea what to do with her. She doesn't 
make much of a mess and she's usually pretty quiet and stop laughing at me you bloody wanker.” 

"So we have a Brakien doe?" 

"Sort of." 

"Can | get to know her better somewhere other than in the corridor?" 

‘Of course." 

So, with the doe behind them, they made slow but steady progress to their quarters. 

"Have you looked?" 

| have not. There has not been time with tending to Harry's injuries." 

"Are you going to look now?" 

"No." 

"Why?" 

"I wish to wait until we have landed the ship." 

"There's some reason why you're being this evasive. Harry was right” Adrian's fingers curled and he stepped 
back. "If you lied to us and we came that close to losing him for nothing but a fucking lie things are not going 
to go well, Kkregth." 


"I offer you my apologies, Adrian, that | cannot say you are wrong nor are you fully right" 


"Might be best if you stay put somewhere until we land, Kkregth.” 


"| will be in Medical." 

Adrian shook his head. ""No, not there. | want you where someone can keep a watch on you. | don't know what 
you mean by that last remark but | don't like it. And I'm not going to Harry right now, Bruce needs this time 
and so does he. So | guess it's up to me, Jan and Nick to make sure you're not alone." 


| would do nothing to endanger any of you, Adrian 


"Not any more than you already have you mean?" Adrian took his arm, his fingers tight enough that Kkregth 


flinched. "Come on" 


Their pace was far quicker than that of Bruce and Steve as Adrian guided him to the flight deck where the 


other two were. 

"Comfortable?" 

"Yeah." Steve was sitting on the bed, his back against the pillows and his legs stretched out, with the doe laying 
beside him, her chin resting on his knee and her eyes closed in contentment as he gently scratched behind her 
ear. "She is lovely." 

"She is. And she's got no loyalty. Scratch her the right way and she's yours." 


"Reminds me of you.” 


The biting remark that immediately sprang to his lips never made it out when he snapped his head up to find 
Steve smiling at him, his eyes still tired but the familiar glint was back. "You scared the fuck out of me." 


‘lm sorry." 
"Don't be. Well, hang on, don't do that again, but in a way | think | needed it” 


‘lm going to need you to explain that but if you're not planning on punching me could you come here? She's 


quite soft and l'm enjoying petting her but | would much rather pet you." 


"Well by all means, pet away!" Bruce crawled up to lounge against the side not occupied by the doe. He moved 
close enough to rest his head on Steve's shoulder, his fingers toying with the hair on Steve's lower stomach. 
He sighed when Steve's arm came round his shoulders, feeling his body really relaxing for the first time since 


the lights had gone out. 


"Now explain that." 


"I take risks. As a pilot, especially one that flies a ship for the purpose | do, you have to be willing to take 
those risks. You calculate the odds, certainly, but sometimes you have to go just a bit beyond where the odds 
are not quite in your favor. | did it with the Maiden, Steve. And | did it not in a situation where it meant all of 
our lives, but in a situation that endangered only me. | didn't see what an incredibly stupid and selfish thing 
that was, | just knew that it would be good to know and no one else could get hurt." He tipped his head, finding 
Steve's eyes waiting for his. "Bollocks. | did it because it's who | am. Its what | am. Just like you stood there 
and told them to run while you tried to hold the patrol off. Just like you were the last one out and got hit 
with that Vican ray. Just like you arranged that little trick with the lights in order to protect me. Just like you 


rigged that com to be able to give me some peace of mind." 
"l'm not sure where this is going." 


"That's who you are. That's what you are. I'm constantly ranting about how you try to change me and yet l'm 
the same way.| can't change who you are. You're always going to be the last one out and you're always going 
to do whatever you can to spare me pain and worry. Just like you take care of them, you take care of me. It's 
on a different level, but that's how it should be. I'm far more protective and demanding of you than anyone 
else. Yet when | scream and rant and curse and try to make you stop doing this, I'm trying to change you. You 
let me think | get my way, and then you quietly find a way to do it anyhow. | just throw it right in your face. | 
do what | want or | get my way by a straight on attack. You do it with subtle sneak attack" 


"| do not fucking sneak!" 


‘Oh, don't even try it, Harris! | have two good examples which have happened rather recently that give quite 
damning proof that you do." 


"One! Well, right, one and a half" Steve started using just the tips of his fingers to rub Bruce's shoulder. The 
caress was light, so much so that it was almost an annoying tickle but it had just enough pressure to make it 


a very pleasant, gentle massage. 
And it almost distracted Bruce. Almost. "Damn you, its not going to work. lm not done talking." 
"Are you ever?" 


"Shut up, Harris. Now, back to my point. | get so fucking angry when | think you're trying to change me 
because | take it as an insult. To me it's a sign of you not being happy with who | am. You don't. You 
understand its my fears that make me behave like | do and you find ways to reassure those fears without 
compromising who you are. | know you still do it, but like the com thing, you find ways that don't leave me 
feeling as if I'm out there in the fucking dark with not a single idea of whether or not you're coming back. | 
don't fear anything for myself. | got some idea of how it felt to see that crash from your perspective when 
we watched the video re-creation But | really did not understand how it felt. Not one fucking bit. And | can say 
this now because having seen you at the bottom of that hill after Kkregth brought you down and then seeing 
you on that Medtable, broken and bloody and looking far more dead than alive, | do understand. | understand far 


better than | ever wanted to and | am sorry, because it was my idiotic notion of pushing the limit that made 


you understand this at all. And I'm even more sorry because | will most likely be doing something else that will 
bring you all kinds of worry again. | will do my absolute best to never go that far again, but you know I'll find 
something that will make you want to break my neck" 


"| have no doubt that you will” 


"So, now that you understand that you're the least selfish in this relationship as well as being the luckiest, tell 
me what you found" 


"| don't know." 


Forgetting Steve's freshly healed ribs, Bruce smacked him. Hard. He then promptly kissed the spot. "Sorry." 


"It didn't hurt. Doe's on that side. And | really don't know, Bruce. We didn't have a chance to look at any of it 


and since you're asking me no one has yet" 


"They might have. | really haven't been paying much attention to anything but flying the ship when I'm there, 
the doe, and you. And before you say something that gets you hit in an area | know is quite sensitive, | 
suggest you not even try to be funny about the order of the three." 


"I know. l'm glad you did take your turn at the controls though. Gave you something to at least distract part 
of your mind. So did she." He cocked an eye at Bruce. "But I'd wager they haven't looked. | don't care how 
distracted you are, if you heard a single mention of whatever we found you'd have beaten the story out of 


whoever it was that said anything if you had to. You can't help sticking your nose in everything.’ 
"You're right, | cant" 
"You're quite agreeable tonight" 


Bruce snorted when Steve leered at him. "Forget it. | have not had any decent sleep since you left. We're less 
than five hours from landing. Landing, Harris. That means home and our bed. The big one. The one that we 
somehow manage to sleep in the center of and still have room for two more on each side. The one that 
doesn't make you complain about your back and doesn't leave me with various bumps and scratches when | 
end up hanging off at some point during your more energetic moments. We can send the bird-man home with 
Ade, Nicko home with Jan, put the cat out for the night and have the entire place to ourselves. | can sleep for 
a bloody week and then we can have wild and uncontrolled sex in every room. Twice. Three times if you want. 
But first | am sleeping, Harris, and | do not want any of this snoring and drooling in my ear, nor do | expect to 
find myself freezing when you've taken all the blankets. While | do plan to sleep naked, any attempt to take 
advantage of my sleeping body will be met with harsh words and a few well-placed hits. Do | make myself 


clear?" 


"We have a cat?" 


"No, we do not have a cat. | was speaking figuratively. We'll put the doe out. Is that better? Are you clear on 


all of this now?" 
"| think Ive got it” 

"Good. Now could you just shut up and hold me until | have to go land this bloody thing?" 

Steve's answer was to tighten his arm round Bruce's shoulder and turn his head to rest his chin on his hair. 
It was enough for Bruce. 


Even if Adrian didn't look as if he wanted to kill someone or Kkregth hadn't been sitting with his head bowed 
and his wings and shoulders slumped, just the fact that all of them were on the flight deck would have been 
strange enough to make Steve and Bruce suspicious. Bruce took the main pilots chair and Janick got up from 
Steve's station to move to the bench seat on the right side of Kkregth. Adrian, who was on Kkregth's other 
side, avoided Steve's eyes and stared at the wall. 


"What's going on?" 

"| fucked up. You were right, Harry. | let my dick win out over my head" 

"How?" Steve and Bruce exchanged glances before once more looking at Kkregth. Steve shook his head. "Wait, 
don't tell me how. Not yet. Right now, until we get this ship on the ground, its most likely best that | stay 
right here and tend to things. If | get up, which | really, really want to fucking do right now, I'm going to kill 
him. | don't want the distraction to cause a problem and it's too late to get him out of here and do it 


someplace else." 


Sure that anything said or done would send Steve over the edge, Janick warned Kkregth to remain silent with a 


look. 


Fortunately, for him anyway, he heeded that warning. 
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As soon as the ship was safely in the dock Steve had Adrian and Nicko take Kkregth into the living quarters 
and wait. He sent Janick to Engineering to take a first-hand look at the power cells and make sure there was 
no damage or leakage, even though Janick had checked them after the fight with the ships from Mexanus 
Twelve and he already knew they had come through it intact. Bruce got grass -- sweetened of course -- for 
the doe and took her out to the small enclosed patch of real grass, telling her as he saw the damage being 
done by the small hooves to the delicate green blades that she'd better learn to walk lightly or it would be 
nothing but dirt. She lipped several pieces and spat them out, looking at him as if to say that, in her eyes, the 
death of the stuff would not be a tragedy. Bruce filled a small flat bowl with water and left it as well, giving 
her a good scratch and begging her to behave before going back inside just in time to run into Steve as he 


left the ship. 

"Everything alright?" 

"Running full scans now. And | thought you were putting her outside." 

Bruce spun round to find the doe standing behind him. "I didl" 

"Did you close the gate?" 

"Yes!" 

"Did you know that a Brakien, by the time it's fully grown, can jump up to three meters?" 


"Obviously they don't do too badly before they're full grown" Bruce glared at her. "Now what are we going to 
do with you?" 


‘Maybe she'll learn to bleat when she needs to go out." 
‘| hate you." 
"| know. Come on, let's go find out what this is about." 


"Don't kill him. At least not until you hear him out. Although I'm not so far above wanting to kill him myself" 


Steve opened the door to their living quarters and stood aside for Bruce to proceed him. "Just talk him to 
death." He punctuated the remark with a hard slap on Bruce's arse. 


‘lm glad you find yourself so fucking amusing," Bruce huffed, "and that hurt!" 


From the snicker on Steve's part, and the long bleat that sounded suspiciously like a laugh on the doe's, Bruce 
was apparently the only one that didn’t find him so, nor care if it did. 


The three packs looked perfectly innocuous laying there. 


"Talk" 


Kkregth raised his head. "I offer you my apologies for the slight misspeak | gave. It was not a lie, but a 


deliberate omission is no less wrong." 


"Why don't you let us decide that?" Steve was sitting on the very edge of the hover chair, his hands clenched 
between his knees as he leaned forward. "Part of me doesn't care and just wants you to watch us destroy 
whatever is in there and then kill you. Part of me wants to give you the chance to see what it is, then 
destroy it, and then send you back to whoever sent you here with the message that they fucked with the 
wrong ones. The only reason I'm even entertaining the second idea is because you saved my fucking life on that 
hill and then again on the ship." 


"What | told you was what | had been told. | did not lie. What | did not tell you was what | suspected. It is 
nothing more than that, a suspicion, one that | cannot prove. Not at this time. | should have given you all the 
information that | have used to come to believe this and allowed you to judge for yourselves what it means. In 
not doing that, while | did not lie, | did not give you all that | should have and in doing that | did not allow you 


to make the choice as to accept the mission or pass based upon it." 


‘OF all of us, I'm the one that really wants to believe that you didn't intentionally lie. But that's not much of a 


explanation and it isn't making me any less angry at myself for being such a bloody idiot" 

"I do not have enough apologies to offer you, Adrian. This is a very large reason as to why | told you that | 
would not be staying. If my suspicions are correct, if | do not find a way to prove them | will be forced to sit 
back and watch a very deliberate bloodless attack Because of its nature, it would not remain bloodless for 
long." 

"The mining rights? The carbon and even more importantly the diamonds?" 


"In part, Bruce. Those rights would finance the initial attack and the defense arrangements for after." 


"Stop being so fucking vague," Steve snapped, "I'm not really much in the mood for fucking guessing games." 


‘| suspect that if we do not relocate our entire species to another planet we will become extinct within the 
next two or three generations. Our pairs are breeding healthy young that survive even the first two turns far 
less than even a single span ago. More and more females are not showing signs of laying although they 
themselves and their mates appear to be strong, healthy breeders. What | believe they plan is to use the 
proof of our forced flight from Mexanus Twelve and claim the planet and everything on her as is our due. We 
do not have the numbers that would be needed to inhabit and harvest that planet. What | suspect is that the 
idea has been raised that once the rights are returned, the planet is then traded or sold to the highest bidder 


that can offer a place for us to try to successfully continue our race." 


"A bidding war over that would be completely and utterly mad" Bruce, who although sharing a chair with 
Steve had been sitting back behind him, now scooted forward until he was as far forward on the edge of the 
seat as Steve. "You'd have every fucking bunch that could scrape together a handful of credits getting in on it. 
Some of them could form an alliance with another combining two vicious species into one group of absolute 


chaos." 


"If you take these back how are you going to prove anything? As soon as they set the plan in motion it's 


done." 

"I know, Janick, and this is why | am asking that you do not allow me to take anything that will give them this 
chance with me when | leave. | will tell them that we were unable to find anything, and that now it is far too 

dangerous to return. But in doing this, if | am correct, | am effectively causing the annihilation of my kind." He 
took a deep breath. "Or, | can tell them that you believe this is their plan and see how they react. They could 
petition your Union and demand the return of everything that we managed to bring back" 

Even Steve smirked at that. "We don't tend to worry too much about what the Union tells us to do." 


"There is one other way. If you turned over this information to the Union...” 


"They'd go right in and demand the rights in exchange for the proof. And they'd most likely actually find a 
place for you. But would you keep it?" Nicko shook his head. "Can't put much trust in them." 


‘lam in a place that it seems no good can come from. Each choice brings trouble of some kind." 


"What if we had refused?" Adrian asked. "Would you just have kept going from one ship to the next until you 


found someone as stupid as me to make sure you got there?" 


"| would have tried to change your minds. Somehow, | must find a way To use this to try to give my race the 


chance to survive, but at what cost?" 


"There's a way." 


"What?" 


"| said there's a way, Bruce." Steve motioned to the packs. "But before we do anything else, we need to know if 
we even have anything in there that makes any of this possible.’ 


"How?" 
"Let's see if there's any reason to worry about it first, Bruce!" 


"Fine!" He grabbed the first pack, opened it, and dumped the contents on the table. "Books." He picked one up and 
opened the cover. "Real books, with writing. Of some kind. It's very faint though." 


"Is this your language, Kkregth?" 


He had picked up one of the books himself and was looking through it. "It is a very old form of it, Harry. Many 


of the words are still the same but the manner of speech is quite different" 
"Does that mean you can or cannot read it?" Bruce demanded. 


"Here we go," Nicko muttered to Janick, sending him into a coughing fit to cover the laugh when Bruce glared 


at them both. 

"Shut up. Both of you. So can you or not. Kkregth?" 

"Yes. What | am holding are the records of matings, births and deaths from nearly three hundred turns ago." 
"Since they've only held Mexanus Twelve for a little over a hundred years | would say that gives credit to the 
story of being driven from the planet.” Steve nodded. "Right. Kkregth, you, Adrian and Janick get these scanned 
into the computer and translated. Get a single flat copy of the translation and encode the entire thing on a chip 
but make sure its secure. I'll be back" 

"Just where do you think you're going?" 

"I have to meet with someone to see if this is possible. If it won't work, | don't want to get anyone's hopes up." 
Bruce looked none too pleased. "Who? And why do you have to go by yourself?" 


‘ll tell you when | get back and | don't have to. Come on, Nick" 


"Why not me?" Bruce got up so fast he jostled the chair enough to make it nearly hit the doe who had been 
curled up next to his legs. "Sorry," he told her, "its all his fault." 


| want you here to keep an eye on things" 


"Fine. | do hate you though." 
"Yeah, | know. We'll be back as soon as we can" 


"You leave without telling me goodbye you'd best not come back." Bruce paled as soon as the words were out 


of his mouth. "Don't even think it, Harris. You'd best always come back. And do it quickly." 

"Don't worry, | planned on it" Steve brought his lips close to Bruce's ear. "Still want to sleep?" 

"At some point | do, however, | believe that | might be able to summon more energy than | thought | could" 
"If you take a bit of a nap now, you'll have even more." 

Bruce canted his eyes at him. "Best idea you've had in a while." 

Steve leered in return. "Wait until you hear the other ones I've got" 

Bruce's grin was pure wickedness. "l'm all ears." 


Deciding that making a comment about being far more mouth than ears would only cause further delays, 


Steve contented himself with a kiss before practically running out the door. 


Bruce quickly got bored watching them scan page after page. He tried getting the doe to play but she seemed 
to think Steve's idea of a nap was the best thing she'd heard and was sleeping in a tight ball of fur and hooves 
on the bed. Since he couldn't find anything to do, Bruce got into bed as well, and within a few minutes was 


sound asleep, snoring in tandem with his furry friend. 


When Steve and Nicko returned several hours later, the others had finished and were waiting for the final 
translation of everything they'd scanned in Bruce was still asleep and Steve left him there, telling the rest to 
go home and do the same and they would meet again the following day. Nicko and Janick left immediately but 
Adrian seemed to be wrestling with a monumental decision, and Steve didn't push, only too aware of what it 


was all about. 
He had been pacing and when he stopped, directly in front of Kkregth, he put his hands on his hips and scowled 
down at him. "Look, I'm still not sure that somehow you didn't use my attraction to you in all of this. And I'm a 


complete idiot for this, but | guess that sometimes knowing that you really don't mean anything to someone 


else doesn't change how you feel about them. So, if you want to come home with me lets go." 
"| would like that." 


"Then come on Harry, we'll be back in the morning." 


Steve nodded. "Not too early. | want Bruce to get as much sleep as he can" 


Adrian grimaced and pointed a finger at him. "Bollocks. You just don't want us to walk in and find the two of 
you naked and doing things on that table that never should be done on a surface used for eating. Again, | might 
add." 


Despite the pink color of his cheeks, Steve's wicked grin said that he remembered that particular incident with 


more thon a little fondness. "As | recall, one of us was eating." 
"We're leaving. Now. Come on, Kkregth." 
Laughing, he nodded farewell to Steve and left with Adrian. 


Steve slowly got up and stretched, feeling the pull of muscles still tender from the damage done to them on 
Mexanus Twelve. The idea he had was solid, and as long as all parties were agreeable it should work, and no 
blood should be shed. If the goal of Kkregth's superiors was indeed to find a better place and hopefully reverse 
the decline of their species, it would give them that and also put in place a strong defense against any others 
who might try to take control of what was theirs. 


He moved quietly into the sleeping room, getting undressed and refilling the doe's water bowl before getting 
into bed next to Bruce. As soon as he felt the warmth of Steve's body, Bruce shifted closer, tucking his back 
into Steve's chest and fumbling for his hand, the two of them now forming the familiar pattern of fitted 
spoons. Steve let his eyes close, the bed moving slightly as the doe fit her body against the back of his legs, 
and the three of them slept, forgetting for that time all the days past and the ones yet to be, only the 


moment that was now what mattered. 


Twenty 
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Bruce apparently hadn't been exaggerating about how tired he was. He slept through the night and most of the 
morning, not getting up when the others arrived or even the multitude of times that the doe came and went 


from the bed. Steve wanted to let him sleep but he was also faced with the realization that when he did wake 


up he was going to be completely reenergized and that, with Bruce, was a sobering thought. 


It was the demands of his stomach that finally roused him. After making his way into the cleansing room to 
take case of what he needed to do and dressing in nothing but a pair of loose-fitting trousers, he wandered 
out into the main living space, grumbling in everyone's general direction as he headed for what he hoped was a 
pot of somewhat decent coffee. After pouring a mug, and adding things to his taste, he grabbed a baked bread 


pocket, chewing on it as he went to sit next to Steve. "Morning," he mumbled. 
"Feeling better?" 
He yawned as he nodded. "Yeah. What's going on? Why didn't you wake me when you got home?" 


"Had a few things that needed to be done this morning before we knew if it would work | was just about to 


come wake you because we're waiting for a conference vid-link to start” 


Bruce set his mug on the table and broke off a piece of the bread, offering it to the doe. "With who? Does 


this mean | have to dress?" 

"She doesn't like the ones stuffed with meat. She does like the ones stuffed with anything sweet." 

"How much bigger will she get?" Bruce, who really hadn't looked to see what the one had chosen was stuffed 
with, was watching her take tiny bites from the piece he had held out to her. "Must be sweet because she's 


eating it" 


"No, it's meat because she's just eating the bread." Just then the doe spit a piece onto the floor. "See? Meat. 
And she's almost full grown now, Bruce. But there is one slight problem that you seem to be oblivious to." 


Bruce frowned. "What?" 
"She's a he." 


Bruce looked so dumbfounded that the other four burst out laughing. "She is? But the males have horns!" 


"If you rub the top of his head just in front of his ears you can feel the bumps. The horns don't develop until 
they reach their full growth. Since his are starting to come out he's close to that 


"Well fuck, I'm not looking to share the bed with something that could accidently poke me in its sleep.” 
"We don't hear you complain when Harry pokes you." 


Bruce shot Adrian a glare that only made him laugh harder. "I'm not in danger of being impaled on anything..ch, 
shut the fuck up, all of you." He turned the glare on the Brakien. "You couldn't have given me some indication 


that you were not a doe so | didn't look like such a complete idiot? Bloody good thing | didn't name you." 


"Apart from the horns, the fact that there's a very obvious other part underneath him should have given 


you a clue.” 


"Didn't look," Bruce mumbled around a mouthful of bread and meat. "Didn't see anything resembling balls 


either." 
"They drop when the horns start growing. You can see them now if you look closely.” 


"And you say l'm the pervert," Bruce sighed, "yet I'm not the one doing a personal examination of a Brakien." 


Stuffing the last of his breakfast in his mouth, he turned his attention to Kkregth. "So, you're still here?" 


"He's staying, at least for now," Adrian said. "We talked about it last night, and since we don't know what 
Harry's been up to we can't exactly make plans, but if there is some way that they can get moved and find a 
more suitable home where they have a chance to reverse the threat to their species then he doesn't feel the 


same obligation to return and try to breed” 


"It is my wish to continue to work with all of you. | know | have much to prove, but | have no desire to return 


to the life | had before. It is, to be blunt, boring." 


The computer sounded a series of chimes and Steve got up to turn on the vid-link "Well, we're about to find 
out" Once he keyed in the settings he returned to his seat next to Bruce, and as the screen came to life 


there were audible sounds of surprise from everyone except Steve and Nicko. 


One third of the screen was occupied by an angry scowl on features that were quite close to human. In the 
middle, a man of Kkregth's race, obviously older if the darkness of his feathers were any indication. But it was 
the third one that surprised them, for it was none other than Union general Benjamin Breeg. 


"All of us have received our partial copies of the records found on Mexanus Twelve," Breeg began, "and, as an 
assigned representative of the Union, | am satisfied that they are legitimate records that give the Xstrallian 
race a clear priority claim to the planet now know as Mexanus Twelve. Allow me to introduce to you 


Wwrednith, high elder of the Xsrtallians, and Sorkanoff, envoy to the high council of Mexanus Twelve. 


Gentlemen, | believe you know at least some of the men, and the Xstrallian, that are linked with us." 


"Introductions aren't important. What is important is figuring out a way that no one feels they're losing out in 
any of this. No one wants a massive inter-planet war over the right to the deposits on Mexanus Twelve, but 
at the same time denying the Xsrtallians what's rightfully theirs isn’t fair either." Steve focused his attention 
on Sorkanoff. "You've spoken to the high council? Have they given you permission to negotiate on their behalf 


and also their word that they will abide by whats decided?" 
"Harris," Breeg growled, "I've already established...” 
"| dont care what you've established, | want to hear it from him." 


"I have and | speak for them," Sorkanoff said, his voice thick from years spent in the choking dust and grime 
of the deposits. "What is decided, if it is as you have suggested, is satisfactory." 


"And you?" Steve asked Wwrednith. 
It is not as we hoped but we will concur." 
"| wish someone would explain this to us," Bruce muttered. 


"Its actually quite simple. For years, or turns, Xstrallians thrived on Mexanus Twelve. It was only when they 
were forced to flee the planet that their race became endangered. Because of their unique body type, if 
they're not on a planet that is balanced perfectly for them, small changes required for their adaptation have 
brought unforeseen problems for their survival. Since Mexanus Twelve is theirs by right, they're given a part 
of it where they can make their home and govern themselves. For this, they continue To lease the rights for 
mining the deposits to the Thakians. The Union gets a reduction, a slight one, in the cost of any purchase they 
make in return for keeping everything right. To give them economic stability, the Xstrallians collect a fee for 


the rights to the deposits." 


"How can we be sure that the Thakian council won't try to capture a few of the higher ranked Xsrtallians and 
use them to better their position?" All of them knew that Bruce's question wasn't near as innocent and 


impossible as it seemed. 


Sorkanoff wasn't fooled either. "Your belief in our part in that is wrong. The small group that attempted to 
ransom the children of the diplomat were not under our command. That is the reason they did what they did, 
to gain control of the rights. If we had given in to their demands it would never have ended. The fact that 
they brought the children here was a sad thing for all who were forced to sit back and watch as they 
tortured and killed them. If those who had come to rescue them had been a small bit wiser, they would have 


found many that would have helped. The ones responsible for that have been eliminated." 


"Just as you've found that not all who wear the uniform of your Union are above these kind of acts, there 


are those in every kind that show these same tendencies," Wwrednith said. "As this demonstrates, even we 


have not been fully honest with our own." 


Kkregth, who had slipped form the bench to kneel with his head bowed as soon as he saw Wwredhith, stirred, 
his wings rustling. 


"Rise, Kkregth. What you have done for all of us is something that will place your name in the history of our 
race. It will not be tainted by the half-truths you were told for your wisdom allowed you to see the true need 
that we had and brought about the means to end this with the least cost to all. While | can only offer the 
most sincere and deepest apologies to those who braved this mission for the less than honest approach of it 
all, | also offer my most profound gratitude for saving a very desperate handful of creatures from creating a 


bloody and costly chaos." 


Kkregth, still looking as if he couldn't quite believe this was actually happening, got up with Adrian's help and 
retook his seat on the bench. 


"What about the original records? Not that I'm saying | don't trust any of you but | don't trust any of you. 
One could decide that if they no longer exist it negates the treaty, another could decide to take what they say 
and use it to wrestle control for only themselves. Actually, with the Union involved, | can see them finding a 
way to use them to somehow end up being in charge of it all" 

"You're a suspicious bastard, Harris," Breeg snapped. 

"The Union has never given me reason not to be, Breeg," Steve said quietly. 

"Hurkadoon" Bruce shrugged when everyone looked at him. "Why not? It's a bloody vault in the form of a 
planet. There are huge amounts of records stored there and no one has ever managed to compromise their 
security. The keepers are above reproach, and they will literally die if they even attempt to be dishonest. 
Store them there, and that way they can be accessed if need be, and they're perfectly safe." 

"| will agree if they are transported by you and your crew, Harris." 

"| concur with Sorkanoff." 

Breeg threw up his hands. "Not much | can argue with then" 

Steve smirked at the clearly annoyed man. "No, there isn't" 

"The Union will oversee the transport of the remaining Xstrallains to Mexanus Twelve. Before the relocation 
begins, Sorkanoff and Wwrednith will come to an agreement on the placement of the new settlement. Is that to 


your satisfaction, Harris?" 


"It is. And this is all to be done within thirty days." 


"Fine. When will you be transporting the records?" 

"None of your business, Breeg. Or anyone else's” 

Bruce had to bite back the snicker that bubbled up in response to the color that filled the general's face. 
"Kkregth wishes to remain here for now." 

Wwrednith nodded, the ocher eyes of the Xstrallian focused on Adrian. "It is as expected. | will not say we are 
happy to know that we have lost the potential mate for one of our females, but he has earned his freedom 
from his duty’ 

"Good. Then, if there is nothing else | think we're done” 

"One more thing, Is that a Brakien buck that | am seeing?" 

Steve rolled his eyes. "It is. 

"They are best prepared with a cutting of." 

"We're not going to eat the bloody thing!" Bruce roared. "Its a pet!" 


"Oh" Sorkanoff didn't seem to quite grasp the concept of a food source being a pet. 


"Thirty days," Steve said, trying to keep from laughing at the indignant expression on Bruce's face. He got up 
and turned off the vid-link before facing them with his hands on his hips. "So?" 


"Brilliant" 

"Everyone got what they wanted, even if it wasn't quite how they wanted it" 

"Sounded even better than it did when you put it to Breeg yesterday." 

"Prepared. Like we're going to eat the fucking thing.” 

"They do," Steve reminded him. 

"Well, we aren't." 

| cannot tell you how much | am in debt to you, Harry. All of you. Not only for undertaking the mission itself, 
but for what you have done to allow my race an honest hope of survival. While there is no promise that this 


will enable our young to flourish, we stand a far better chance in a place that nurtured our ancestors for 


many turns. While | know that | have a very difficult task in attaining your trust, | offer my sincerest hope 


that you will give the chance to do so." 

"You planning on staying with Ade?" 

"If he will have me." 

Steve snorted. "| don't think he'd mind. And if you're going to be with him, not much we can do about keeping 
you out of everything. You've got good instincts, Kkregth. | can't speak for everyone else but I'm willing to give 
you another chance. Just don't fuck it up again" 


‘| will do everything in that | can to keep that from happening, Harry." 


"Good. Everyone stay well-rested and ready. When we leave to take these records | just want to be able to 
pick up and go." 


Bruce cleared his throat. "Right, that's settled. Now get out. | was promised sex at least twice in every room 
and | want it now. Or stay and watch. | really don't care." 


No one moved until Steve began to growl and then they scattered as if their heels were on fire, laughing as 


they ran. 


Twenty One 
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"Are you naked yet?" 


"No, and until we figure out what to do with him so we don't have to worry about him leaping into the middle 


of everything because he thinks we're playing | don't intend to be." 

Bruce sighed and glared at the buck. "You are rapidly becoming a problem. 
"He goes right over the barricade so we can't put him in the back" 

"| know." 

"If we close the door he'll just stand out here and paw at it and bleat" 

"| know." 


"He's well rested since he spent a good part of the morning sleeping with you so | doubt he's willing to take a 


nap. 
"| know!" 
"Don't shout at me! You're the one that brought him back!" 


"Fine, we're just never having sex again Well, unless we do it in the virtual and then only one of us can actually 


be there. Have you programmed yourself in yet?" 
"No, you fucking pervert, | haven't" 


"That's actually an interesting idea. There is a part of me that would quite enjoy watching you fuck yourself. 
Or being able to suck you while you're fucking me." 


"| don't want to be anywhere near two of you." 


"I'd be offended but since | know that keeping up with one of me, being that | am a sexual dynamo, is 


exhausting for you.” 


"Yeah, sure, whatever you say, Bruce." 

"You still haven't come up with a solution, Harris. Did you at least program an Xstrallian male in it?" 
"No" 

‘Its simply impossible to get good help these days." 


"I know, I'm simply worthless. | suppose | should have worried about you getting tired of me instead of the 


other way round." 

"Look at me." 

Startled by the abrupt tone of Bruce's voice, all playfulness gone, Steve did. 

"You'd best not mean that, Harris." 

"| didn't. If anyone's got the short end of that deal it would be me.” Steve groaned softly when he saw the 
brief flash of uncertainty in Bruce's eyes. "Come on, you know its not any more real coming from me than it 
is from you." 

"Why did you tell me goodbye?" 

"What?" 

"Why did you record that vid message?" 

Steve's eyes narrowed. "He wasn't supposed to give you that unless something went wrong." 

"Something did go wrong in case you've forgotten. However, he gave it to me to try to make me understand 


why you had done that incredibly stupid shit with the lights. And, just so you know, | had just finished watching 


it when the emergency locator activated" 
"Shit! 

"Yes. Shit. Not exactly your best timing” 
"| just wanted you to know" 


"Don't you think that | already do?" 


| suppose you do, but | thought actually saying it all would make things easier for you to remember that in 
case | wasn't able to make it back to tell you myself." 


"Steve?" 
"What?" 


"| don't care if you give him to the first living thing you see outside the door along with a list of the best 
ways to prepare him, but find something to do with him and take me to bed. Now." 


Steve figured he was serious when he left the sitting room without looking back 


From the haphazard way Janick was dressed he must have left Nicko in a hell of a state but he took the buck 
without comment, promising that he wouldn't actually let Nicko cook him despite his vile threats at the 
interruption. Steve closed and locked the door behind them, walking slowly back into the living quarters and 


heading for the sleeping room where Bruce had remained. 


The room was mostly dark when he went in, the only light coming from the computer display and he was 
surprised to see himself on the screen Recognizing it immediately as the message he had left for Bruce he 
didn't comment, quickly stripping and going to the bed to sit up near the pillows. Bruce was naked as well but 
he was seated at the foot, leaning forward with his elbows resting on his knees and his chin in his hands. 


"Computer, resume." 
Steve watched his image come to life. 


Hey. God | know youre pissed at me. Probably so pissed that right now you can't even think. | understand why and 
Ím glad because if it helps you to cope with all of this then it's worth it. Im sure you've cursed me in every 
language you can think of. 


The vid Steve shook his head and smiled. 


We're both idots, Bruce. From the first tme we met we've gone out of our way fo clash and fight and fuss for 
the stupidest reasons. We've hurt each other for no reason other than the fact that we can, and Ive done things 
in my desperation that could have torn us apart. You've walked a fine lne at times, leaving things unsaid in the 
beginning that could have made a huge difference in some of it but | understand the reasons for that now. | didnt 
then, but even when | thought you might betray me it didn’t make me angry, it made me want fo find a way fo 
have the last moments with you 


Steve saw himself shrug. 


lm not making sense. You do that to me. | forget what | want to say because | get so caught up in you. You're like 
an energy charge, and | can't seem to help getting caught in it and | forget what else there is because | just want 


fo live in it, to Ive in you. Sometimes | wish Id never seen you that night, arguing with those Parthans, but not 
because | wouldnt want you in my hife but because since that moment it hasnt really been my life. You 
complicated everything, and you most likely always will, but | wouldn't know what to do without that complication 


anymore e. 


“Computer, pause" Bruce's voice was so soft that Steve had to lean forward to be able to hear him. "I almost 
stopped it there. | thought you were saying that you didn't want me here, that you wanted the simplicity of 


life without me back again. Computer, resume." 


Dont think that means | dont want you here, Bruce. Don't think that | would in any way want that life without 
you again. Fuck, it wouldnt even be life without you in it 


The vid image of Steve, who had been sitting with his forearms on his thighs, shifted forward. 


You told me that you were arrogant, that | would most kely want to kill you more than once, and that | would 
get tired of you right away. You're wrong, y'know. You were then and you still are. There have been a few times 
Ive thought about killing you, | admit that, but luckily there wasn't a jettison port close at hand | dont think it's 
possible to get tired of you. There is so much fo you, so many things about you, that it seems like | keep finding 
out more and more every day. You're never boring, youre predictable only in that you're unpredictable, and you 
live with such passion that it's impossible not to get caught up and swept along. 


The gentle smile on Steve's face was sweet but tinged with sadness. 


| dont even believe that youre arrogant anymore. | really havent since | first began fo know you, the man under 
all the attitude and the cockiness. | don’t think that I really understood just how much that gets used to cover the 
insecurity you feel until | got hit by that Vican ray and | saw your face when you first ran into Medical. You 
covered it quite fast but it was there, and while | don’t think anyone else saw it, | did, and | knew then that no 
matter how much you infuriated me with the nonsense that it would never affect me the same way again It isnt 
weakness, Bruce, because you arent weak. But while | thought | was letting you see the vulnerability in me, it took 
me that long to actually see in you what | knew was there. 


"Computer, pause." 

Steve, the real one and not the one on the screen, slid down the bed until he was right behind Bruce. 

"How stupid is it that hearing you say that pisses me off? | did everything | could to make sure that some 
part of what | felt was kept hidden, or so | thought, by the way | acted and my less than honest responses to 
situations. If | got angry, then | wasn't vulnerable. If | didn't let you see the insecurity, then when you got sick 
of putting up with me and tossed me it wouldn't be as difficult to pretend that it didn't matter. Computer, 


resume.” 


The vid Steve sighed and ran a hand over his face. 


| wouldnt change a thing from our past, Bruce. Thats as honest as | can be. Not any of what has happened 
because if | did we might not have had this. IF youre watching this, the only thing | would change would be that it 
ended | really don't want it to end Id never have grown tired of you. Id never have found more than what we 
had. Whatever | gave you, you gave back tenfold | dont know if its love, or if its something more, but | know it 
was right. And its wrong of me, but having come so close to losing you | wouldn't change how it ended, but | would 
change not taking the tme fo fell you this. | should have done it long ago. 


The image of Steve looked directly out at them both. 


Ím not sorry for anything, Bruce. Im only sorry that | didn't give you this sooner because you deserved it | know 
how you feel because | think | know you better than | know myself. Same as you do me. But you deserved to hear 
this, and Im sorry it had to wait until now. Take care of yourself. Look out for the rest for me. But above all look 
out for yourself. Goodbye, Bruce. 


The screen went dark. 
Steve wasn't quite sure what to say. 


Bruce turned his head toward Steve, his face shadowed. "You unbelievable bastard. You would have destroyed 
me with that. In fact, you did destroy me with that. But | couldn't let it take control because | knew what you 
would expect of me. | got to my chair, | got the ship to you, and | got us out of there. And then you had the 
fucking nerve to lay there for days, near death, and | couldn't do a fucking thing. | couldn't scream at you, | 
couldn't hit you, | couldn't hold you, | couldn't feel you hold me - nothing. The most | could do was kiss you and 
touch you and | got nothing in return. | not only watched you tell me goodbye | watched you dead. And | 
understood what it was like for you those days on Tallaghan. | understood what it felt like to die a little more 
inside with each moment that passed. Yet | still didn't quite get it because | had things | had to do. Things that 
| knew you expected of me. So | had to keep a part of me to myself. And as stupid and selfish as it sounds, I'm 
pissed at you for that." 


‘It isn't stupid or selfish. Im grateful that you had it" 
"You shouldn't be. Why am | so much more greedy than you?" 
"You aren't! 

"| am. But if you don't mind then | guess its not such a bad thing” 


Steve dipped his head to press his lips against Bruce's shoulder. "I'm sorry that you watched that only because 


| know how much it hurt you." 
"l'm sorry that you ever for a moment thought that | didn't know.’ 


"Jan came and took the buck. For now at least." 


"Good. Then why are we still sitting up?" 
"Are we starting in here?" 
"| suppose." 


"| was thinking we should get in the regen tub, fill it with the solution from those springs on Deimos, and start 


there." 

"So why aren't you filling the tub yet?" 
"| don't know." 

"Get to it, Harris." 


"Your wish is my command" Steve got up and started past him, looking down as Bruce leaned back on his 


elbows and leered. "I probably shouldn't have said that! 
"Ive got lots of wishes, Harris. Tons of them. Partons even’ 
"Bloody pervert" 

"Yes, | am" 

"| know! 

"Tub ready yet?” 


Steve made it a point to close the door of the bathing room behind him just to make Bruce complain. 


Twenty Two 


Author's Notes: 
And so it ends. My apologies for slacking about posting, and my thanks to Lia for demanding more of this 


series. 


He made Bruce wait a good deal longer than it should have taken for the tub to fill. He made him wait so long 
that he had to sit on the edge of the tub and marvel at the vast expanse of languages that came through the 
door in the form of some of the most vile curses imaginable. And when Bruce finally paused for breath he 
opened the door and stepped aside, allowing Bruce to flounce into the bathing room. 

"About fucking time. | was about to turn on the virtual and do it myself." 

"Shut up." 


Bruce spun to face him. "What?" 


"| said shut up." Steve cupped Bruce's face, sweeping his thumbs just under his eyes. "Anyone ever tell you 


that you talk entirely too much?" 

"Yes. What's your point?" 

"| dort really have one, it was more of an observation’ 
"Fine, whatever. Now can we get to the sex?" 

"Get in the tub! 


Grumbling about wasting time, Bruce did, sinking into the thick, heated liquid and leaning against the angled back 


"Im in" 

"Close your eyes and keep them that way.” 

"Im starting to get a bit concerned about this’ 
"Why?" 

"Because you're a pervert" 


"So are you so whatever | have planned I'm sure you'll enjoy it” 


"True." 


He did close his eyes. He was already feeling the relaxing effects of the bath, so when he felt the slight 
roughness of some sort of cloth glide over his chest he didn't really react. His brow knitted slightly at the 
tingle it left behind but when it slid across his nipple he decided he liked it and let himself so limp, enjoying the 
gradual spreading of the prickling sensation over his shoulders and down onto his stomach, the solution that he 


was sitting in not immediately washing it away. 
"Sit up so | can do your back" 


He grabbed the edges of the tub and pulled himself upright. He had tied his hair back before he came in but 
he could feel the long tail sticking to his skin He shivered when Steve's fingers brushed his flesh, lifting his 
hair and moving it to drape over his shoulder before the pleasant prickling began as the cloth moved over the 
broad expanse of his back. Deciding that he wasn't going to ask what it was - even if he was dying to know - 
he let his head fall forward, sighing when the cloth found its way over the back of his neck and then straight 
down his spine to the very top of his cleft. When it was taken away before he found out just how it would 


have felt even lower, he grumbled again. 

"Sit back" 

"| thought we...” 

"Bruce. Shut up." 

He sat back hard enough that some of the solution slopped over the rim and onto the floor. "Fine." 


Actually, it was fine because now the cloth was back, starting at his foot and working up over his calf and 
then his knee, the front of his thigh, the outside of his thigh and he spread his legs, encouraging it to go 
between. It didn't, once more back to the bottom and doing the other leg in the same manner, and he could feel 
his cock had hardened in anticipation of what it was sure would eventually happen The strength in Steve's 
fingers as he massaged Bruce's inner thighs with the cloth was definitely an added bonus and he arched his 
body, fingers again curled round the side edge of the tub to keep from grabbing Steve's hand and forcing it to 


where he wanted. 


When the cloth touched his balls he moaned, bringing his legs up and putting his feet flat on the bottom of the 
tub to lever himself up, giving Steve all the room he needed to slip the cloth back to rub it against the skin 
behind his balls and further back until he felt the tingling at his hole, much more intense as his body warmed 
with his arousal, his lips curled back to show his teeth as Steve very carefully worked a small piece of the 
cloth just inside the ring. 


"What the fuck is that?" he snarled, the tingling now more of an itch, one that needed to be scratched by the 


cloth and he rocked his hips, seeking more. 


"Like it?" 


"Yes. No. Fuck, | don't know!" Bruce squirmed with impatience. "| can't fucking tell if | want you to stop or shove 


the entire fucking thing up there!" 

Steve laughed, a sound that was dark enough to make Bruce's cock lurch. He should have known that it was 
going to get worse and it did for now there was a second cloth, this one wrapped firmly around his cock and 
held there by the pressure of Steve's hand and it was stroking him slowly and he cried out, the itch now a 
deep throbbing that was almost pain but even if it did become that he wanted more. 

"What the fuck are you doing to me?" Bruce wailed, eyes wide and teeth bared. 

Steve was starting to look a bit concerned. "Is it too much?" 

"Yes! No! What the fuck is it?" 

"Bruce, stop worrying about what it is and tell me if it's too fucking much!" 

It felt as if there were an indefinite number of electrical charges going off under his skin and in places not 
meant for electrical anything to take place. He was panting, grinding his teeth and so tense he could feel his 
muscles screaming but it was still just to this side of the pleasure/pain line and he was going to enjoy it as 
long as he could. 

“That's it!" 

He howled when Steve's arms slid under him and he was bodily lifted from the tub. He probably would have 
fought harder but the line was now very, very thin and he was starting to think that maybe he didn't want it 
to go over at all. Just as it was getting to that point he was dumped onto a hard surface and blasted with jets 


of frigid liquid and now he was fighting and when he heard Steve yelp and felt the give of flesh under his fist 
he shouted in triumph. 


"Feeling better?" 

‘Im not speaking to you" 

Steve grinned and got into bed. "Yeah, | know" 
"What possessed you to do that?" 


"Oh come on, it wasn't that bad. It was heavily diluted" 


"Fine, if you think that's the case let me do it to you." 


‘I'm sorry, | really did think it was diluted enough that it wouldn't get bad. | never thought about a cumulative 
effect." 


"Well, next time you know. Not that there will be a next time, so don't even consider it" 


Steve moved closer to him, his chest lightly brushing Bruce's back. "I know. Never again Although | should 


make a careful note of this." 


Bruce could hear the amusement in his voice and he forced himself to remain still. If he turned over and saw 


the smug grin he was sure was on his face, he'd punch him. "And just why is that? Too feeble to remember?" 


"Not at all. Its just the first time I've ever seen that there is something beyond the realm of your 


perversions.” 

| hate you." 

Steve curled his body round Bruce's. "Yeah, | know." 

"And when | no longer feel as if I've had a bloody Crytec ray go off in my arse and my dick stops feeling as if 
it's been chewed by electrically charged teeth, you're going to owe me lots of sex. Good, long-lasting, do 
whatever | want sex." 


"Without the Saturean secretions?" 


Bruce was quite satisfied at the loud grunt that came immediately following the placement of his elbow in 
Steve's ribs. 


Three days later he decided he had been given enough sex. In fact, he had been given so much that when 
Steve left the bed that morning he hadn't even known it. The buck, returned by Jan the day after the botched 
attempt to introduce the Saturean secretions to their list of been there, done that, was sleeping in the bed at 
his feet, having only been allowed into the room once Steve got up. Neither one bothered to move as the rest 
arrived, neither one bothered to move as things were made ready. It was only when Steve shooed the buck off 


the bed and ripped the blankets completely off Bruce that he moved, and even then he did it with closed eyes. 
"Give them back! I'm sleeping!" 


"Fine." 


He should have known something was up when Steve so willingly did give hem back, even going so far as to 
cover him. He didn't really care too much though, and he snuggled back down into the pillows. On the verge of 
drifting off once again he heard Steve say something but it didn't quite register. 

Or at least it didn't until he heard Steve leave the room. 

When it finally did sink in he flung back the blankets and bolted to his feet, not bothering to grab anything in 
way of a cover-up as he ran to the door, pausing only long enough to slap his hand on the panel and forcing 
through as soon as he could somewhat fit. He half ran and half fell into the sitting room and there was faced 
with the other four, various expressions on their faces as they took in his tousled hair and sleep-puffed eyes 
and the fact that he was stark naked. 

"What did you say?" 

"Nice, Bruce. Quite fucking kind of you to give everyone a look" 

"Oh please, like | care. And if you said what | think you did know this, Harris. You make one move toward that 
ship with the intention of flying anywhere without me, | will find a whole new use for a much lessened dilution 
of those secretions." 

"Then get ready because we're leaving in five minutes." 

Ignoring the whistles and the comments that began when he turned his back to return to the sleeping room to 
dress, Bruce promised himself that he was going to find something that made Saturean secretions pale in 
comparison. 

And he wasn't going to dilute them at all. 

They were poised on the edge of making the jump. 

"Count off" Bruce. 

"One." Steve. 

"Two." Nicko. 

"Three." Janick. 


"Four" Adrian. 


They clearly heard the "five" in their heads. 


"Six." Kkregth. 


With a touch of the controls Bruce powered the rear thrusters to full and without a sound the hon Maiden 


vanished into the blackness, gone too fast for the eye To see. 


"| don't think I'd want to live here." 


Steve grunted, too busy filling out the information on the computer that would allow very limited access to 


the stored records to really pay attention 
"Really, | don't think | could. There's absolutely nothing to do’ 

"| heard you the first time" 

"Its nothing but massive storage pods” 

"Yeah, | know” 

"Why would anyone want to do this?" 

Steve rolled his eyes. "Could you go find something to do and let me finish?" 


"Fine." He didn't go anywhere though. And, he managed to be quiet for all of about one and a half seconds 
before letting out a heavy sigh. "Harris." 


"What?" 

"| am really bored’ 

"| don't care" 

"Fine. Ill go find someone that does. 
"Whatever" 


Grumbling under his breath about how much Steve was going to care at some point, Bruce wandered off to 


find something to do. 


When he emerged from the building that housed the massive computers that stored the data on everything 
that was kept on Hurkadoon, Steve had to admit to himself that Bruce was right. The planet itself was mostly 
a grayish-green color from the sky to the ground, and it consisted of long, rounded humps in the dirt that 
marked the storage pods. In those pods you could find everything from junk to the bodies of some species 
most revered beings, frozen or stuffed or even just the skin, kept for grand occasions when they would be 
retrieved and trotted out for show. 


The Hurks themselves, very tall and painfully thin, were pretty much the same color as the planet. To look at 
them one might have thought them frail but they were freakishly strong, and their honesty was above 
reproach. To actually speak a lie sickened them, and if they displayed any kind of dishonesty for more than a 
few moments they would literally die. Because of this, they were the perfect guardians of anything of value 
for they would never betray the codes that would open the individual pods, and their very nature demanded 
that they defend them with their lives. 


One of the ones in charge of the storage pods now approached Steve, and in the traditional manner of greeting 
he placed his hands together, palm to palm, and bowed, their waist set higher than a humans so that it looked 
as if he was broken, Steve returned the gesture. "I've filled in the required information. If you would allocate us 


a pod, we'll move the items inside." 


Oval eyes, slightly lighter than his skin and huge compared to the flat nostrils and rounded lips, blinked at him, 


the lids coming up instead of down. "Section three twenty seven, row five, dock ninety-three." 
"Right, and that would be where?" 
He produced a small map screen from somewhere and held it out. "Follow blue line." 


"Thanks." Steve took it and looked round the open common area. "You wouldn't happen to know where my pilot 
went, would you?" 


"He was speaking to eighteen thirty-two." 


Steve still wasn't quite used to the whole idea of numbers instead of names. "Right. Thanks." Another bow and 


he moved toward the ship, pulling a com out of his pocket and keying the voice command. “Bruce.” 
"What?" 

"Where are you?" 

"How the fuck do | know? Everything looks the same." 

"We're ready to move the records so | need you at the ship." 


"Can't Nicko do it?" 


Steve's fingers tightened round the com and for a moment he indulged in the fantasy that it was Bruce's neck 


"Why?" 

"Because l'm busy." 

"Fine" Steve clicked off the com and took a deep breath. 

"Need a pilot?" 

"Yeah" He shook his head. "| don't even want to know what he's doing. 

Nicko grinned and gave Steve a clout on the shoulder. "Knowing Bruce, lm not sure I'd want to either" 

Steve decided that whatever it was it could wait, and while Bruce was busy doing who knows what they moved 
the ship to the dock in front of the assigned pod, making short work of putting the records inside and securing 


them, confident in the fact that no one, be they from Xstralla, Mexanus Twelve, or even the Union, could use 


them to break the negotiations and the peace bond now in place. 
"So, what now?" 


"Nothing. There's a possible job coming up in about a week carrying some high level." Steve frowned at him. 


"Bruce, why are you standing there naked?" 
‘| have something to show you." 

‘Ive seen everything.” 

"Not on me, Harris." 


"Twice last night, Bruce. Twice. And again this morning. | swear | need to take a fucking job just to get some 


rest." 

"Just shut up and come here." 

Steve had to admit that it wasn't exactly unpleasant to follow Bruce, especially naked, so he went. He even 
allowed Bruce to shove him onto the bed, leaning against the pillows with his hands tucked behind his head as 


he watched Bruce turn on the computer. When he saw the virtual settings he groaned. "For fuck's sake, Bruce." 


"Shut up." Bruce brought the patches over and placed them on Steve's temples. He fit another set to his own 
and then climbed in the bed next to Steve. "Computer, lights down. Begin program." 


“Bruce...” 

"Shut up, and close your eyes." 

Knowing he was going to regret it, Steve did He found himself walking, with Bruce beside him, down a long, 
dimly lit corridor. They came to a door and Bruce opened it and shoved him through, Steve stopping abruptly 
when he saw several tall, thin figures. 

"Hurks? What the fuck, Bruce?" 

"They can't lie, right?" 

"Right, but..." 

"| asked old eighteen thirty-two about their mating habits." 

Steve groaned. "Fucking pervert" 


"Seems that they are related to Orantakians." 


Steve's eyebrows shot up. "Really?" The Ortantakian race was legendary for their stamina and ability in the 


area of carnal pleasure. They also were forbidden to mate outside their race. 
"So, | had eighteen thirty-two help me program them in" 

"You are such a fucking pervert." 

Bruce took his hand and dragged him toward the waiting Hurks. "Yes, | am.” 


Steve just rolled his eyes. 


